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ABSTRACT
DEAD BONES RISING: A STRATEGIC PLAN FOR REVITALIZING DECLINING
CHURCHES THROUGH A CHURCH RENEWAL JOURNEY
Jeffrey C. Chappell
Liberty University School of Divinity, 2016
Mentor: Dr. Charlie N. Davidson

Approximately, 1000 churches disappear from the Southern Baptist Convention database
annually because of their dissolution. Scholars state that churches will continue to close at the
progressive rate of 25% by the year 2030. The unacceptable denominational response is to plant
a church, whether on a local, state, or national level, offering little support for declining or dead
churches toward a renewal and revitalization effort. Research was acquired by surveying pastors
whose churches belong to the Sandy Creek Baptist Association of the North Carolina State
Baptist Convention. The thesis project employs quantitative and qualitative data available along
with variety of published research. This project embraces a biblical perspective. The thesis
project concludes with a plan for revitalizing declining churches via the Church Renewal
Journey program of the Baptist State Convention.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Revitalization and the Church
Church renewal and revitalization discussions are becoming more and more prominent as
churches continue to decline, inevitably ending in their death. The term revitalization itself has
been employed in an effort to awaken the church from its slumber. This awakening is not a new
biblical concept, as Paul encourages the Romans, who had gathered as believers, to awaken from
their slumber when he wrote, “Do this, knowing the time that it is already the hour for you to
awaken from sleep; for now salvation is nearer to us than when we believed.”1 Furthermore,
Jesus speaks of the troubled churches in Revelation chapters 2–3, none of which are in existence
today. Unfortunately, their demise was not a result of the outside communal pressures
surrounding them, but rather a result of implosion from the lack of repentance. Yet, churches and
leaders can learn from Jesus that His desire was not for the removal of their lampstand, but for
their repentance, that as the Head of the church His desire is to walk among each church,
whether yesterday, today, or until the Parousia. Today, churches are in a tragic state of decline
for many of the same reasons. While cultures and the ministry contexts have changed, man’s
sinful nature has not; neither has man learned from history. For this reason, churches have not
become stronger through experience, but weaker in lack of obedience and fortitude for the Word,
both written and living, resulting in their decline throughout America. Although this disease is
affecting many denominations, this project particularly focuses on the trends observed in the

1

Ro 13:11, New American Standard Bible, 1995 Update (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman Foundation, 1995).
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Sandy Creek Baptist Association, offering a strategic plan that has been successfully employed
by the New Life Praise Church (NLPC).
What is Revitalization
Prior to introducing the ministry context of NLPC, a foundation must be observed by
defining the term “revitalization” as used in this project, so that the objectives presented later are
correctly understood. Church revitalization can best be defined as “a movement within protestant
evangelicalism, which emphasizes the missional work of turning a plateaued, declining, or
rapidly declining church around and moving it back towards growth and health.”1 This definition
requires further insight; however, the church “health” topic has become relative, having been
assigned numerous differing definitions. Hence, a closer look toward understanding church
health, specifically in the context of this project, follows.

Church Health
There are several areas of ministry and administration that affect the health of a church.
Because of that, it would be nearly impossible to address every particular area of the church
exhaustively. According to Mark Dever, the leading scholar of the Nine Marks movement, “A
healthy church is a congregation that increasingly reflects God’s character as his character has
been revealed in his Word.”2 Unfortunately, while that definition is good, it is limited and leaves
much opportunity for individual interpretation. The significance of this definition is found in
Dever’s emphasis for increasingly reflecting God’s character [emphasis mine]. This indicates

1

Tom Cheyney, Thirty-Eight Church Revitalization Models for the Twenty-First Century (Orlando, FL:
Renovate Publishing, 2014), 22.
2

Mark Dever, What Is a Healthy Church? 9 Marks (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2007), 40.
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that a church purposely progresses toward godliness in every area of its calling. His definition
then, defines corporate “progressive sanctification” in the context of a local body of believers.
Definitions of church health are not commonly found in the written work regarding this
subject. Instead, the topic places its focus on the characteristics of a healthy church, which are
commonly referred to as “marks,” “traits,” or “essentials.” It is in these traits that an
understanding of a healthy church becomes evident. For instance, Dever’s Nine Marks can be
divided into the three main categories of leadership, which are theology or doctrine, and
practice.3 Dever’s reformed theology is quite evident in his ecclesiastical approach, which is
contradicts Macchia’s more relational understanding of a healthy church.4
Both Dever and Macchia offer valuable insight to the discussion of a healthy church.
Although they present their work from differing perspectives, a careful evaluation from both
scholars advocates the essential ingredients for a healthy church. This results in a foundation for
realizing that a healthy church is doctrinally, missionally, and relationally grounded in scripture
and practice.

3

Dever’s 9 Marks are as follows: Expositional Preaching, Biblical Theology, The Gospel, A Biblical
Understanding of Conversion, A Biblical Understanding of Evangelism, A Biblical Understanding of Church
Membership, A Biblical Understanding of Church Discipline, A Concern for Discipleship and Growth, and Biblical
Church Leadership. Mark Dever, Nine Marks of a Healthy Church (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2007).
4

Macchia’s characteristics place their entire focus on relational aspects for a healthy church. He offers 10
characteristics, which are as follows: 1) God’s Empowering Presence, 2) God Exalting Worship, 3) Spiritual
Disciplines, 4) Learning and Growing in Community, 5) Loving and Caring Relationships, 6) Servant Leadership
Development, 7) Outward Focus, 8) Wise Administration and Accountability, 9) Networking with the Body of
Christ, 10) Stewardship and Generosity. Stephen A. Macchia, Becoming A Healthy Church: 10 Traits of a Vital
Ministry (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Publishing Co., 1999), 7.
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Statement of the Problem
Churches are plateauing, declining, or dying at a higher ratio than any other time in
church history. NAMB acknowledges the brevity of the problem that many churches are facing,
and they have published the following statistical chart on their website:

Illustration 1.1 The State of SBC Churches in North America5
The chart indicates that roughly 85%–90% of the SBC contemporary churches are either
complacent, declining, or in route to this critical threshold. Complacent churches have become a
norm in the 21st century, during a time when its voice is needed more than ever. The Church
Renewal Journey offered by the NCSBC, has now been adopted by NAMB. This thesis project
employs elements of the Church Renewal Journey in a strategy designed to equip the at-risk and
declining church so that they can once again become the thriving ministry that God has called
them to be. This strategy has been developed through research, evaluation, and implementation.
The purpose of this strategy is to move traditional plateaued, declining, or dying churches toward
renewal and revitalization.

5

While the information is available on their website, all attempts to verify the data supporting their claim
has proven fruitless; however, this researcher believes the information to be correct based on independent research
and the credibility of the source. North American Mission Board. Replant, accessed May 12, 2016,
www.namb.net/replant .
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Statement of Limitations
As with any project or plan, limitations exist in the area of collecting exhaustive
information, or creating a strategic approach for every church that is in the process of dying or
has already become dead for all intensive purposes. While this project places its focus on a
strategic plan for the SCBA in the NCSBC, it bears fruit for churches on the national level,
should other associations and churches choose to employ the strategy. While this strategy
employs several aspects of the Church Renewal Journey program, it is not intended to evaluate
the five-step process in its entirety. Therefore, only the first three phases are observed, with a
primary focus on the first phase as its impact initiates the transformational dynamic for revival.
Another area of limitation is understanding the dynamics and the history of each
individual ministry that is at risk. Therefore, it is not intended to be a type of “cookie cutter”
model that is exhaustive for the context of every ministry. It is only intended to present an initial
strategy that will likely need to be customized, given the context of the ministry.
The research provided in this study is not intended to identify at-risk churches, nor is it to
be used as a tool to determine the health of a ministry. With statistics reaching an 80%–85%
threshold for churches that are in trouble, it is assumed that most ministries can benefit from
considering this project in a renewal or revitalization strategy. Furthermore, the strategy is not
intended to be inclusive for every context. Prayerful consideration must be made in any ministry
regarding the intentional movement of God’s people.
Theoretical Basis
A practical strategy for church renewal and revitalization is desperately needed because
the majority of SBC churches are in a state of decline. Emphasis must be placed on this area of

6
ministry so that the church can continue in its urgency of fulfilling the Great Commission,
thereby testifying to the world of the glory of God.
The theoretical basis for this project is built upon the biblical truth that God through
Christ and His Holy Spirit is a God of life, not death (Rom 6:23, 8:2; 1 Tim 6:13; 2 Tim 1:10;
Jude 21). Most scholars accept the concept that the church is a living organism. In fact, Reid
adequately explains church as a living organism when he writes:
The New Testament, which informs the Christian understanding of the church,
speaks of it as a living organism of persons closely related to Christ and to one
another. Likewise, the New Testament provides important images by which the
church has come to understand its life. These include people of God (2 Cor 6:16–
18), body of Christ (Rom 12:5; Eph 4:12), household of faith (Gal 6:10, Eph 2:19)
and fellowship of the Holy Spirit (2 Cor 13:14; Phil 2:1).6
Growth is a necessity for a living organism. When people stop growing, physically or spiritually,
they can be said to be dying. A church is no different. MacArthur rightly claims that the church
as a living organism is a major theme of the book of Ephesians. He even goes so far as to
identify this belief as an ecclesiological doctrine, defining it as follows:
The rich doctrine of the church as Christ’s Body is a metaphor that shows the
church not as an organization but as a living organism made up of many
interrelated and mutually dependent parts. Christ is the head of that Body, and the
Holy Spirit is, as it were, its lifeblood.7
It is in the context of the church as a living organism that one must consider the words of
Christ in Matthew 16:13–19. Here, he says that He “will build His church… so that the gates of
hell will not prevail against it.” Yet, in a declining or dying church that is exactly what takes
place. In essence, the church then stops living and starts to die. Yet, Christ as the defeater of

6

Daniel G. Reid, et al., Dictionary of Christianity in America (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press,
1990), Church.
7

1986), 1.

John F. MacArthur, Jr., Ephesians, MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago: Moody Press,
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death and the Head of the church should not have to endure additional agony for the sake of His
people. Christ overcame death for His people, namely His church. In turn, the church, though it
is a living organism, should not have to encounter death on a local level, particularly as an
acceptable, expectant norm.
In biblical consideration of this claim, a careful look at the seven churches in Revelation
chapters 2–3 must be observed. For instance, even the early churches struggled and eventually
imploded. In each case, the churches ceased to exist, or died, not because of the pressures from
the outside world or community, but as a result of inward conflict. Regardless of the fact that
these seven examples were terminal, they should not be viewed from the context of acceptable
outcome. In each case, the Lord Jesus called the church to repent, turning from their ways toward
greater holiness. It was their failure to submit that inevitably caused the implosion. The greatest
scriptural support for the life of the church can be best observed in Revelation (1:12–13; 2:1),
wherein Christ walks among the seven lampstands, representing the seven churches. Here, He
calls them to repent or their lampstand will be removed (emphasis mine). A church thrives as
long as Christ is in it, but should the church become like Laodicea with Him standing on the
outside knocking to get in, then it will and must die.
Today’s problem with the church (people) is not that Christians do not believe. The
problem is that believers do not believe enough, which is resulting in the contemporary state of
the church decline. What were once thriving ministries have lost their momentum and have
begun to dissipate. This is not because they do not want change or want to become relevant in
their communities, rather, it is because they do not know how to make adjustments and move
from the complacency that is destroying their testimony, to an observable vibrancy that their
respective communities can witness.

8
Careful consideration of the New Testament church reveals that the challenges faced by
the Apostle Paul during his ministry were not so different than the critical issues churches are
facing today. Yet, God’s people respond much differently today than first century Christians
exemplified. The Bible indicates a much greater authority placed on apostolic teaching than what
is observed today. Repentance and renewal were anxiously anticipated, while today true
repentance and renewal are seldom observed.
Paul planted several churches that faced critical issues, such as false doctrine,
compromise and carnal Christianity, financial challenges, church discipline, and discord.
Although this list is not exhaustive, it does cover the major problems that a twenty-first century
church faces. In the midst of Paul’s ministry, with many serious and difficult issues, Paul never
turns away from his responsibility to lead the church toward repentance and renewal. In fact,
there is not a single scenario in the New Testament that indicates letting a church die as an
acceptable or preferred outcome. Instead, he reaches out on a consistent basis, in some instances,
more than once, in an effort to awaken and help the church exist.
It is biblically problematic that the denominational emphasis for church planting has been
driven by the desire and need to offset fiscal decline incurred by closing churches, under the
guise of the Great Commission, particularly church planting. Undoubtedly, church planting is
necessary and vital, but not at the expense of churches that are in need for revitalization. Hence,
revitalization demands more than discussion. It must be more than a program to educate pastors
and it must be both biblical and practical, enabling the declining church to reignite with a
common vision.
Aubrey Malphurs, a leading scholar of strategic planning in both the church ministry and
secular business arena, identifies the life cycle of the church in the following diagram:

9

Illustration 1.2. Life Cycle of a Church8
Malphurs’ explains the dynamics of this life cycle as it pertains to the church when he writes:
As it relates to the church, the S-curve represents essentially its life-cycle pattern.
Like people, churches have a life cycle. In general, a church is born and over time
it grows. Eventually it reaches a plateau, and if nothing is done to move it off that
plateau, it begins to decline. If nothing interrupts the decline, it will die. Each
stage represents a growth challenge for the church. Growing, plateaued, and
declining churches all face growth challenges. Some are alike, but most are
unique to the church’s particular situation and where it is on the S-curve. The
message or lesson of the sigmoid curve is that all good things (and even some bad
things) end. In a world of constant, turbulent change, many relationships and most
organizations do not last. The pattern is that they wax and eventually wane. Even
brand-new institutions and organizations such as a church will, in time, plateau
and then die. No matter what institution it is, organizational “dry rot” sets in. The
institution becomes brittle, ceases to function, and expires.9
Malphurs observation is unfortunately true, and the sigmoid curve offers a dynamic illustration
of the life cycle he is referring to. In fact, Malphurs identifies that this trend has been in existence
since the first century church, recognizing the “life cycle” or death of what was once strong,

8

Aubrey Malphurs, Advanced Strategic Planning: A 21st-Century Model for Church and Ministry Leaders,
3d ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2013), 9.
9

Ibid., 10–11.
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indicating that dynamic ministries is not a new issue.10 In fact, he almost dismisses the issue as a
norm for all organizations. However, what he fails to recognize in his discussion is that the
church is not bound by worldly principles. Christ is not a Savior whereby death is an acceptable
outcome. In fact, the whole premise of the gospel is life where death abounds because of grace
where sin abounds (Rom 5:20). There are numerous examples in scripture, such as Ezekiel 37:1–
10, wherein God raises His dead people by breathing life back into them. God has proven
Himself to be the God of life at the expense of His Son.
Statement of Methodology
This thesis project introduces and evaluates the implementation of the Church Renewal
Journey program from the North Carolina State Baptist Convention, exploring its strengths and
weakness, thereby creating an effective approach and application of the program for the dead,
dying, and declining churches. The project includes both quantitative and qualitative research.
The qualitative research has been cited from other contemporary scholars, while the quantitative
research has been specifically acquired by survey for this thesis project.
The concept of healthy church and church revitalization will be examined so that the
desired product of the strategy will be a shared vision of the outcome and accomplishment for its
implementation. Upon examining and defining healthy church and its context, Chapter One
explores the history and background of both the state of the contemporary SBC churches in the
Sandy Creek Baptist Association, and its leadership, and growth based on the annual church
profile information from the last five years.

10

Aubrey Malphurs, Advanced Strategic Planning: A 21st-Century Model for Church and Ministry
Leaders, 3d ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2013), 10-11.
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Chapter Two examines the results of the research that has been obtained by surveying
pastors in the SCBA. Surveys were selected as a means of the acquired research so that
anonymity could be maintained, and relevant data could be collected. The survey consisted of 60
questions that examined the ministry and health of the congregation from the pastor’s
perspective.
Further statistical analysis examined each area of strength and weakness as identified by
either growth or decline. This evaluation is done in effort to identify the at-risk churches in the
SBCA. The main areas observed are categorized according to the following: spiritual health,
financial health, and leadership.
In Chapter Three, the research project observes the results of the thesis project research.
This information is critically analyzed and evaluated, identifying some similarities and
differences in churches that are admittedly struggling while contrasting other churches that seem
to appear healthy from their pastors’ perspective. This is accomplished by evaluating charts and
graphs that support the research findings. This chapter also describes the Church Renewal
Journey program as implemented through the NCSBC as a template plan for declining, dying
churches in the SCBA.
Chapter Four concludes the research project with an evaluation. Because the CRJ has
been implemented at New Life Praise Church as part of this project, the conclusion also offers
strengths, weaknesses, and plans of implementation for other churches so that they can
implement the program with the a better expectation for premium results. The strategy offered in
the conclusion consists of a step-by-step process that offers transformational change if
implemented among dead, dying, or declining churches, thereby creating an environment of

12
healthy church life with a developed outcome of a church that contributes to the universal
mission mandated by Christ at His ascension (Acts 1:8; Matthew 28:18–20).
Review of Literature
Articles
In his article, “A Word to the Complacent Church,” Allen J. McNicol explores both the
historical and contemporary significance of the message to the complacent church found in
Revelation chapter 2. Within the contents of his article, he links the practical matters of church
complacency to scripture, followed by several implicational insights. The overall theme f this
article is a “call” for the twenty-first century church toward revitalization.11
In his article “Critical Issues in Church Revitalization,” Reggie R. Ogea discusses many
challenges that churches face in the revitalization process, identifying key issues, which he labels
as “critical”. His insight addresses church leadership and longevity, while it is a call to pastors to
develop or implement the leadership skills necessary to direct a church toward revitalization.
Although his article is neither exhaustive, nor intended to be, his perspective and approach will
prove to be helpful in developing the strategy for this project.12
Books
Rod Dempsey and Dave Earley offer practical, theoretical, and biblical insight for
creating a disciple-making culture in the 21st century church in their book, Disciple Making Is.

11

Allen J. McNicol, “A Word to the Complacent Church,” Edited by Michael R. Weed. Christian Studies,
Austin Graduate School of Theology, (2011–12).
12

Reggie R. Ogea, “Critical Issues in Church Revitalization,” The Journal of Christian Ministry, The
Association for Doctor of Ministry Education, (2015).
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They rightfully argue that a disciple-making culture is necessary in terms of relevance and
spiritual growth.13
Mark Dever’s 9 Marks of a Healthy Church is essential for understanding, defining, and
identifying the key ingredients for a healthy church. Although his discussion is not exhaustive,
his work contributes greatly toward renewal and revitalization.14
Mark Dever further offers a significant discussion in his work, Twelve Challenges
Churches Face. It is here that he offers what he views as the most important contemporary issues
and challenges that a church faces in the 21st century. His discussion is embedded with scriptural
insight whereby he carefully supports the claims of his work.15
Dr. John S. Hammett is well respected for his ecclesiology and the biblical foundations
that he introduces in his book Biblical Foundations for Baptist Churches. He develops what he
labels as essential distinctives for Baptist churches.16
Tom Clegg and Warren Bird offer a plethora of contemporary statistics regarding the
American people and their perspective of the church in their work Missing in America: Making a
Difference in the World Next Door. Their whole focus is on the discipline of discipleship; they
recognize and address the critical need of church relevance or vibrancy within the context of its
community.17

13

Dave Earley and Rod Dempsey, Disciple Making Is... (Nashville , TN: B&H Academic, 2013).

14

Mark Dever, Nine Marks of a Healthy Church (Wheaton, Il: Crossway Books, 2004).

15

Mark Dever, Twelve Challenges Churches Face (Wheaton, Ill: Crossway Books, 2008).

16

John S. Hammett, Biblical Foundations for Baptist Churches (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Academic and
Professional, 2005).
17

Warren Bird and Tom Clegg, Missing In America: Making An Eternal Difference in the World Next Door
(Loveland, Co: Group Publishing, Inc., 2007).
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Stephen Macchia makes an important contribution toward renewal and revitalization in
his book, Becoming a Healthy Church. Macchia both defines and practically describes what he
views as a “healthy church.” Offering 10 traits for the health of the church will be essential for
the research and strategic planning of this project.18
Ed Stetzer and Thom Rainer identify the church as a living organism in their book,
Transformational Church. This work indicates the importance of a church maintaining the
process of transformation so that an effective, kingdom-minded, missional church remains.19
In his book, Breakout Churches, Thom Rainer reveals the key ingredients and strategies
that his research has identified for church growth. He further discusses key leadership issues that
are necessary for effective growth.20
Mark Chaves statistically analyzes the contemporary trends of the American church and
people in his book American Religion. Three chapters in this book are dedicated to “Beliefs,”
“Congregations,” and “Leaders,” which significantly aid in the foundation of discussion
regarding the contemporary state of the church. These statistics aid in evaluating the potential
weaknesses for leadership and church congregations, and their need for an awakening.21
Thom Rainer's insight and strategy introduced in his work Simple Church is essential to
understanding the dynamics for successful ministries. In his work, Rainer incorporates disciple
making, growing ministries, and thereby equipping them to become a vibrant 21st century
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church. Rainer’s discussions and insight are very beneficial for churches desiring to shift from
complacency to missional.22
Theses
Michael Erich McCrum offers a case study in his thesis project, “Lessons Learned from a
Dying Church.” In his work, he indicates why the church he served at ceases to exist, how he
attempted to save the ministry and body, and what he has learned from that particular stage of
ministry. He offers the factors for his dying/declining church while he discusses his attempt to
lead it toward renewal and revitalization.23
Scripture
Once again a church must learn how to become a living sacrifice for the Lord Jesus and
his mission. This sacrifice must be an act of worship; yet, in order for that to take place, a
renewing of the mind along with a separation from the world must come to fruition.24
Paul, speaking to the saints in Rome, awakens from their slumber because the time for
the Lord’s return is near. The church is growing closer to His return by the day, but it has lost its
sense of urgency for the message of the gospel and has fallen into a state of complacency. The
church must be called to awaken in order to experience any sense of renewal or revitalization.25
God’s people are supernaturally united in salvation through baptism and the
power/presence of the Holy Spirit. Yet, even with the ability to eat the same spiritual food, they
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often get trapped in the wilderness because of their lack of obedience and submission to the Lord
Jesus. It is not that Christ is leading them there; it is a result of the church’s inability to follow
His vision and His direction. Just as there was one path for Israel to cross through the Red Sea,
there is one path for the faithful fellowship of believers to take in the life of the church.26
Patience and growing in the strength of the Lord is vital for church renewal and
revitalization. Nevertheless, there is urgency in which the church must act. The day is coming
when the church will give an account for its actions. On the other hand, the call of the church is
not to be patient concerning its own actions, but only in waiting for God to take action.
Therefore, the church must be diligent to move quickly toward the cross and the mission of
God.27
God is in the resurrection business. He takes that which is dead and brings it back to life.
Whether it is in an individual context or in the context of a church, God desires to bring the
sleeping corpse back to life. When He does, a new joy and revitalization fills the temple or
sanctuary. Just as God promises to restore His creation, He promises to restore His church and
His people. His people are not to wait complacently for His return, but they must wait with a
mission in mind whereby they are actively participating in the preparation for His return.28
On several occasions the Lord has issued a corporate call for His people to “wake up.”
Many believers who have experienced the Lord have now abandoned the practicality of their
faith, but God is faithful, and still calls them through His prophets (pastor’s or other forthtellers), and through His Word.29
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Those who are asleep, complacent, rebellious, dead, or stagnant in their relationship and
submission to the Lord, they must strive to allow His light to consume their presence. There is no
other alternative for a believer than for them to return to and reflect the glory of the Lord.30
Believers and churches must intentionally strive to walk in the light so that they are not
overtaken by the darkness.31 Satan is desperately trying to overtake the church and seems to be
winning on many fronts. Although Christians know that Christ will prevail, He can and will
prevail now (through the faithful church) if His people does not succumb to the darkness of
Satan but remain alert, seeing the enemy for who he is and recognizing the challenges for what
they are, so that Christ overcomes through the awakening body of His followers.
God commands the dead to rise through those He chooses to use. He does not use people
to do what they can do independently of Him; He does what only He can supernaturally
accomplish for His glory and for His testimony to the world. It is time for the dead churches to
rise up, and be empowered under His authority.32
Sin in the church does not just affect one believer, but it affects the body as a whole. It
corrupts the testimony of the church and it corrupts other believers as well. Though the churches
often know that they must turn to and repent, they fail to do so.33
One of the pastor’s primary responsibilities is to guard the flock and to guard himself.
Having been equipped with the presence and power of the Holy Spirit, it is a vital requirement
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for an overseer or a shepherd of His flock, and that is what must take place in order for the
renewal and revitalization to occur.34
Many churches today are lukewarm. Looking at the death rate of the local churches, it
would be ludicrous to ignore this. A lukewarm church is the target for this project. A lukewarm
church that wafts back and forth in the waves of cultural pressure defined by worldly
communities is the church that desperately needs renewal and revitalization. This complacency is
an abomination to the Head of the church, Christ. Therefore, He says he will vomit them out of
His mouth.35
John’s vision takes him from the lukewarm church with Christ standing outside trying to
get in, to a part of the vision showing him at the throne room of the Father whose door is already
open. The simple truth is that God’s door is always open, inviting His people into His presence.
Man has unfortunately created barriers that separate them from realizing the presence and power
of God. Yet, God is consistently and faithfully trying to eliminate those barriers, leaving His
door open.36
Man’s natural response of being in the presence of King Jesus is humility, falling as if
they were dead, because they have seen the glory, and perhaps the many other attributes of the
Son of God. One major problem of the church today is its lack of willingness, or humility to see
and respond to the glory of the Lord that has been revealed to it. The church has forgotten to
place itself at the feet of Jesus.37

34

Acts 20:28 (NASB95)

35

Rev 3:15–16 (NASB95)

36

Rev 4:1 (NASB95)

37

Rev 1:17 (NASB95)

19
Jesus left the church a mission to which all mission and vision statements must conform.
This calling has one emphasis, which is making disciples. Churches that are failing to do just
that, must repent and turn, or cease to exist.38
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CHAPTER 2
“HEALTHY CHURCH/DYING CHURCH”: THE NEED FOR REVITALIZATION
IDENTIFIED
New Life Praise Church was dying. With a small but faithful core group, they had
considered closing the doors prior to my arrival. Like many other churches, they had developed
an inward focus that had resulted in decline in attendance, giving, and faithfulness to the Lord
Jesus. Inadvertently, they had become a church that had an unrealized purpose.
Ministry Setting
The following section explores the birth of New Life Praise Church along with its
founding members, affiliation, and significant historical events.1 New Life Praise Church is a
multiethnic, multi-generational, and multi-cultural vibrant ministry that has developed as a result
of many principles contained within this strategy.
Founded
The vision for a local church plant in the Sanford area was spawned by a previous pastor
of Cool Springs Baptist Church, Pastor Ira Sutton, and was confirmed when 8 founding members
of Cool Springs responded to an invitation thereby committing to this new work. New Life
Praise Church has since undergone many transitions including pastoral leadership and physical
location, and has endured these changes largely due to the commitment of the founding and
current members, and their vision for this particular ministry in its local geographic area.
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When
New Life Praise Church was established in the year of our Lord, 1997 in Sanford, North
Carolina. It was during this time that the Lord led the founding members to establish this
ministry by creating several small group cells within the community. As the population and
demand for small groups and ministry rose above what leadership felt could be accommodated
by the somewhat unorganized infrastructure of the ministry, a decision was made to form a local
church gathering in a more traditional setting.
By
A Southern Baptist Church known as Cool Springs Baptist Church planted New Life
Praise Church after three couples responded to an altar call that was an invitation to reach out to
a community in Sanford that had traditionally been neglected in outreach efforts. Of the three
couples who responded, only John and Dee Orum remains. John is an 84-year-old saint who
serves the ministry of the church on a regular basis, doing whatever he can to aid the call. His
most influential ministry is the prayer group he leads every Tuesday morning at 11:00am. John
and Dee serve as Matriarch and Patriarch in a manner that sets a very godly, Christlike example
for those who will follow in their footsteps.
Affiliation
New Life Praise Church is affiliated with the Southern Baptist Convention, the North
Carolina State Baptist Convention, the Sandy Creek Baptist Association, and the Global
Outreach Missions effort. Further, it supports the Samaritans Purse mission’s effort and is open
to other missions’ opportunities that arise, providing they are theologically conservative, sound
in their doctrine, and the Holy Spirit leads participatory involvement.
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Significant Events
There are numerous events that define New Life Praise Church. While a defining event
for the church is the monthly food pantry and community breakfast that is offered to the
underprivileged population, there are a couple other significant events that have taken place in
the history of the church.
The first is a when New Life Praise Church planted an American/Filipino Church in the
area. The church is still going strong and is almost ten years old. The church was planted by
some of the Filipino New Life members, after the church was able to recruit a Filipino pastor.
New Life Praise Church provided financial aid in the support of this church plant for five years.
New Life Praise Church also aided in the establishment of a Hispanic church that still
impacts the Hispanic community in Sanford North Carolina. Although they are a small
fellowship, they have been faithful in their effort and have remained conservative in theology.
Furthermore, they are members of the Sandy Creek Baptist Association.
One of the most significant events of this ministry occurred in 2008, when the original
planting pastor, who had retired and remained a member of New Life Praise Church, opted to
plant another local church. In doing so, he called several members of the New Life Praise Church
to go with him, thereby splitting the church. This was tragic and devastating to the ministry of
New Life Praise Church. The church split was a result of the church disciplinary issue whereby
members stood by firm biblical issues involving the family of the former retired pastor.
Model
Polity
New Life Praise Church is governed by the membership, in a congregational model
whereby the body is the ultimate decision-making authority. This places a greater implicational
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emphasis on the doctrine of the Priesthood of all Believers, because it relies on the Holy Spirit as
a uniting agent in decision-making. Yet, there is a spiritual hierarchy that is implemented in the
leadership of the ministry(s). This consists of the pastor as the leading under-shepherd, followed
by an associate pastor, the deacon body, teachers and ministry leaders, and congregant members.
Attendance
While there is no five-year average attendance history available, the highest known
average attendance of New Life Praise Church has been 150, which was prior to the church split.
Two years earlier the average attendance was between 30–40, and the church had considered
closing its doors on a couple of occasions. Over the last two years, the attendance has climbed to
a weekly average of 105. Most of the growth has been a result of community outreach and new
professions of faith.
Staff
Senior Pastor
Having encountered the third pastorate of a somewhat unhealthy church setting, God has
been faithful in His divine leadership, guidance, and provision for turning the ministries from
complacency to vibrancy during the tenure of a senior pastorate calling. While every calling has
challenges, serving churches that are in particular need of church renewal and revitalization has
posed many difficult challenges. However, it seems that upon exploring the overall health of a
church, most churches are in desperate need of renewal and revitalization, which must begin at
the leadership level. The Holy Spirit must lead and guide the way through His omniscient
wisdom, His Word, and other godly influences that He will equip the ministry with.
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Associate Pastor
Serving under the direct authority of the senior pastor is a part-time associate pastor,
Roger Thomas. Roger is a godly man, who loves the Lord Jesus and serves with His wife, Mary
Lois. He is a 66-year-old retired Southern Baptist pastor with 12 years of ministry experience,
some of which includes a senior pastorate at another church. Although he has been in the church
ministry much longer than his tenure as a senior pastor, he has had very little problem submitting
to leadership. Pastor Roger is very supportive, although he is not a “yes” man. He and the senior
pastor meet weekly for ministry updating, planning, and prayer, but also talk frequently
throughout the week, often multiple times a day.
Prior to the arrival of the senior pastor, Roger was the interim pastor at New Life Praise
Church for a period of two years. Having been offered the senior pastorate, he declined due to an
absence of calling to serve in that capacity. He and his wife left the church for a year after
arrived, until he was contacted and invited to pray about serving as an associate pastor. He has
been and continues to be a ministry asset, a godly example, and a pleasure to serve with, even in
the midst of our differing opinions.
Deacons
The deaconate is a very important body of leadership in our Southern Baptist church. At
New Life Praise Church, our Deacon body serves as both a spiritual and administrative office,
directed by a congregational type polity. Yet, they have become somewhat complacent
themselves, distracted by other areas of their lives whereby the ministry does not appear to be a
priority. Still, they are some of the godliest men. They are true servants of the Lord Jesus, and
their relationship with him is obvious in their walk and character. Unfortunately, there has been
much transition in the deacon body over the last couple of years, and the deacon body only
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consists of four men, while seven are needed. Hence, they are overwhelmed at times as well.
Nevertheless, they seek to be spiritual leaders, they often protect the integrity of the ministry, and
they protect their pastoral staff when needed.
Perhaps the greatest weakness with the deacon body is their desire to make everyone
happy. While they may not admit that desire easily, they are often influenced after decisions
have been made, resulting in their desire to revisit issues. It seems that this occurs because of
their eagerness to move forward when they recognize a need to address. However, there is little
doubt that this is also a result of rapid growth and transition. While transition is difficult and
often necessary sometimes they move at a pace faster than the core congregation can absorb,
thereby overwhelming them.
Paid Staff
There is no paid staff at the church outside of the senior and associate pastor. However, a
secretary and youth pastor is desperately needed.
Volunteer Staff
Our core group is very servant-oriented and does more than can possibly be asked of
them, on a continual basis. They love the Lord, and their faith is a working faith. They seek the
Lord, they are hungry for the Lord, and they try desperately to glorify Him in all they say and do.
While they are eager to serve, they must learn to use their specific ministries as discipleship
opportunities to strengthen and mature those who are younger in the faith. In turn, this will
strengthen the ministries of the New Life Praise Church.
Some ministry leaders, although hungry, tend to develop their own vision for their
ministry or area of ministry apart from the vision of the church. This creates a type of disconnect
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from the overall vision of the church. They have been without leadership for so long, that at
times they tend to implement ideas, or initiate tasks, or certain areas of the ministries, etc. with
the expectation that the congregation will share their enthusiasm for that particular area of
ministry. This has been overwhelming, and difficult to address. Its difficulty is found in the
mindset of, “that’s the way we have always done it,” or “that’s the ministry we have always
done.” For a small church, there is a very large ministry agenda, almost to the point that burnout
is a concern.
Congregation
The congregation of New Life Praise Church overall is healthy and growing. Yet, there
are two areas of function that remain the same, regardless of the growth. Tithes and offerings
have not increased as a result of the growth at New Life Praise. The budget remains the same.
This poses certain difficulties as the demand on the budget increases to meet the needs of the
people attending. Secondly, the working/serving core remains basically the same. This identifies
the desperate need for discipleship within the various ministries of the church, so that the new
members and new believers realize their responsibility in the mission of the church.
The congregation is diverse, both ethnically and culturally, but has created an
environment that is filled with love and acceptance. However, one of the greatest
preaching/teaching challenges lies in the vast extreme between spiritual anorexia and spiritual
maturity, in ethnic differences to cultural expectations, even in social differences. Yet, these
challenges can be overcome by strengthening the community in the church.
Another great strength of the members of New Life Praise Church is the unity in
diversity, highlighting the biblical truth that the blood of the cross unites the church. This has
shown itself from leadership to the congregation. The members of NLPC are not hung up on
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getting their way; they are hung up on Jesus. Even in difficult and trying ecclesiological times,
the members are often willing to set aside their individual differences for the betterment of the
church and the health of the body.
The presence of Jesus and His Holy Spirit is illustrated by the number of people joining
NLPC, the number of individuals getting saved and baptized, and the transformational growth of
God’s people within the church body. By default, transformation means change, and people are
often uncomfortable when it comes to change, though relevant change is necessary.
Nevertheless, transition and change create a culture of insecurity, further developing a
playground for Satan to use in opposition to God’s work.
The mission statement of NLPC is as follows: “New Life Praise Church exists to engage
the community by emphasizing the gospel to the end that all people will be experiencing an
intimate relationship with King Jesus.” This church loves selflessly and consistently. Its
unification can only be described as the supernatural presence and power of God among its
people.
Current Research
Church revitalization is a necessity for most churches in the 21st century. Yet, before
revitalization can occur, the church must realize a united understanding of the problem. The
following discussion defines what it means to be a dying church, a healthy church, and the
biblical principles revealed in the establishment of the New Testament Church.
Characteristics of a Dying Church
There are numerous characteristics of dying churches identified by various scholars from
differing backgrounds. Although they may be discussed from differing perspectives, and
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conclude with differing approaches, the characteristics themselves are strikingly similar. As a
result, the main characteristics that are included in this project are extracted from Thom Rainer’s
work. Rainer states that, “nearly 100,000 churches in America are showing signs [of serious
enough] decline toward death.”2 He further identifies the following characteristics, albeit it is
through his research, the most common characteristics of declining/dying churches. Yet, it is
important to note that he recognizes his research from multi-denominational or nondenominational backgrounds.3 Slow erosion is what Rainer identifies as the first characteristic of
a declining church.4 Slow erosion is his term for gradual decline in attendance, but also includes
the vibrancy of ministries that once existed. In reference to this characteristic, Rainer states,
“Growth may come rapidly, but decline is usually slow, imperceptibly slow.”5 He further notes
the danger of this gradual decline stating, “slow erosion is the worst type of decline for churches,
because the members have no sense of urgency to change.”6
Rainer notes the most common characteristic of dying or deceased churches as their
unwillingness to change.7 Although he labels this characteristic, “The Past Is the hero,”8 he
explains the characteristic, saying that the churches, “held on [to the past] more tightly with each
progressive year…with desperation and fear…responding, ‘we will die before we change.’”9
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Rainer labels a “refusal to look like community” as another characteristic identified by
his research.10 This characteristic speaks directly to the churches’ ability to minister to the
community it is surrounded by, due to relevance. It is a disease in which the church puts itself
first over the Christlike characteristic of putting others first. Rainer states, “At some point the
church in its history, the church stopped reaching and caring for the community.”11
Rainer suggests that an “inward budget” is the fourth characteristic of a dying deceased
church.12 It is in this discussion that Rainer suggests that outreach and community ministries are
the first budget cuts to be made in difficult times. While he recognizes that it is essential for
budgets to be cut, he also explains that an inward financial focus is symptomatic of a heart
problem, stating:
In all the churches we autopsied, a financial pattern developed over time. The
pattern was one where funds were used more to keep the machinery of the church
moving, and to keep the members happy, than funding the Great Commission and
the Great Commandment. The money…was symptomatic of a heart
problem…which will eventually result in heart failure.13
Rainer’s obvious conclusion then, is that heart problems often result in heart failure, which in
turn may be and often is, accompanied by death.
Another obvious characteristic of dying or deceased churches is discussed as inward
focus.14 This is not corporate or financial inward focus as discussed earlier. This is personal
inward focus. Rainer explains of dying or deceased church members, “for most…their affiliation
with the church focused around their desires and needs. And, as their church got closer to death,
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the intensity of their arguments and demands for their preferences grew.”15 Yet, Rainer
recognizes a personal inward focus spate in the aforementioned, the realization that corporate
focus can only be obtained one person at a time as a result of individual outward focus, which
must be recognized.
The next characteristic recognized through Rainer’s research is the tendency of short
pastoral tenures, specifically 2–3 years.16 This short tenure of pastoral leadership is symptomatic
of either the church or the pastor’s inability to work through challenge and conflict in their
adjustment period. It is often due to a lack of reciprocating trust and little or no shared vision.17
The next characteristic of dying or deceased churches may seem obvious to some. Rainer
acknowledges that among these churches is a lack of prayer, specifically corporate prayer.18
Rainer continues by acknowledging a trend among healthy churches, which involve corporate
prayer, not just before the worship service or meal gatherings, but as part of the worship.19 While
Rainer does not elaborate on how to pray, it would seem that kingdom-centered praying would
be of utmost importance. Richard Foster states the importance of prayer when he pens, “Prayer
catapults us onto the frontier of the spiritual life. Of all the Spiritual Disciplines, prayer is the
most central because it ushers us into perpetual communion with the Father.”20 He goes on to
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suggest that “to pray is to change, it is the central avenue God uses to transform us.”21 If that is
true, then prayer is an essential necessity for dying or declining churches.
Rainer continues with two additional points that seem rather redundant, both of which
relate to inward focus. He recognizes them as “no clear purpose” and “obsession over [church]
facilities.”22 Concluding in his research, Rainer offers the following statistics, which seem very
helpful for understanding the contemporary state of the churches. Rainer identifies that only 10
percent of the American churches are what he considers healthy, leaving approximately ninety
percent unhealthy, confirming the NAMB statistics presented in chapter one.23 Continuing his
discussion, he also indicates that forty percent of the American churches are symptomatic of
spiritual sickness that will eventually lead to death if left in their current state. The progression
he offers identifying the state of the church then progresses to another forty percent that is
approaching their deathbed, and an additional ten percent that are terminal.24
The significance of this data translates to roughly 150,000 churches that are dying or in a
state of decline.25 Not surprisingly then, is Townes, Stetzer, and Birds’ evaluation of the state of
the churches in America correct when they state, “the only continent where Christianity is not
growing is North America.”26
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Characteristics of a Healthy Church
There are many characteristics for evaluating the health of a church or a ministry. The
following section observes three major views of characteristics identified by contemporary
scholars from a relational, theological, and ecclesiological approach. It follows with a conclusion
indicating the value of these characteristics while considering any connections that may be
observed. The three approaches are identified in the following discussion.
Emotionally Healthy Church.27 The emotional health of a church must be measured by the
emotional health of the individuals who constitute the local church. This does not indicate that a
single individual determines the health of the church, but it reflects that corporate health begins
from an individual context. Thus, the health of the church depends upon the health of its
members. Peter Scazzero offers seven principles, based on his research enabling his readers to
evaluate the emotional health of a church, which directly implies evaluating those of the
members.
Table 2.1. Principles from the Emotionally Healthy Church
Principle

1. Look Beneath the Surface28

2. Break the Power of the Past30

Description:
In emotionally healthy churches
People take a deep hard look inside
their hearts, asking, “What is Jesus
Christ trying to change?”…They invite
God to bring to their awareness and to
transform those beneath-the-surface
layers that hinder them from becoming
more like Jesus.29
People understand how their past affects their
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3. Live in brokenness and Vulnerability32

4. Gift of Limits34

5. Embrace Grieving and Loss36

6. Making Incarnation Your Model For
Loving Well38
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present ability to love Christ and others.31
People live and lead out of brokenness
and vulnerability, they understand that
leadership in the kingdom of God is
from the bottom up, not grasping,
controlling, or lording over others…It
is a noticeably different way of life…33
People understand the limits God has given
them. They joyfully receive the one, two,
seven, or ten talents God has graciously
distributed… [they] also embrace their own
limits with the same joy and contentment, not
attempting to be like another church.35
People embrace grief as a way to
become more like God. They
understand what a critical component
of discipleship grieving our losses
is…it is the only pathway to becoming
a passionate person like our Lord
Jesus.37
People intentionally follow the model
of Jesus. They focus on loving well,
recognizing that the indispensable mark
of spiritual maturity is not about
recognition, numbers, spiritual gifts, or
biblical knowledge. The essence of a
genuine spiritual life is to love—God,
ourselves, and other people.39
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7. Slow down to lead with Integrity40

The essence of this principle is seen in the two
key words leadership and integrity. Thus, the
emotionally healthy church will have integral
leadership that is testified by the witness and
integrity of the body.

Scazzero presents a model for an emotionally healthy church that significantly implies
the transformational maturity of the believers. While they do indicate the emotional health of the
believers who constitute a church, there is no direct relationship among them. In other words,
they can stand completely independent of one another. Furthermore, at least some of these
principles can be modeled in the secular arena as well as the church. Because they are not
dependent upon the transformational power of the gospel but do indicate emotional health, one
may conclude that appraising the emotional health of the church independently from the
relational and ecclesiological health of the church would not be an effective approach in terms of
considering the overall church health.
Theologically Healthy Church. Mark Dever refers to his work, 9 Marks, as a model for church
health. However, the principles or characteristics of the 9 Marks are less of a model and more a
description of biblical components for a healthy church. The 9 Marks advocated by Dever are as
follows:
Table 2.2. Nine Marks
Description of Dever’s Mark
(Characteristic)
1. Expositional Preaching

40

41

Definition, Description or Implication
Preaching, which takes for the point of a
sermon the point of a particular passage.41
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While this definition greatly simplifies the essence of expositional preaching, it is Dever’s basic
definition. He does offer a far better insight in the content of the chapter. Yet, for the purpose of this project, all that
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2. Biblical Theology
3. The Gospel

4. A Biblical Understanding of
Conversion
5. A Biblical Understanding of
Evangelism
6. A Biblical Understanding of Church
Membership
7. Biblical Church Discipline
8. A Concern for Discipleship and
Growth
9. Biblical Church Leadership

Dever discusses five characteristics of
God: Creation, Holiness, Faithfulness,
Loving, and Sovereignty.42
Rightly, Dever discusses the theological
implications of the gospel and its first
order theological significance.43
Dever discusses and promotes the
transformational power of the gospel from
a mental, moral, and submissive
perspective.44
Dever discusses who, how, what, and why
believers (hence churches) should
prioritize evangelism.45
Dever addresses the significance of
church membership from the perspective
of a healthy church.46
Dever argues that church discipline is
necessary for a healthy church. In his
model, he suggests that it is the church
that enforces the necessary discipline.47
Dever builds a theology for discipleship
outside of the Great Commission, but
undoubtedly the need is rooted there.48
Dever rightly promotes servant leadership,

42

Of importance is the reformed theological position from which Dever writes. Nine Marks of a Healthy
Church (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2004), 57.
43

Dever is right in advocating that the churches’ application and understanding of the gospel is indicative
of the health of the church. Mark Dever, Nine Marks of a Healthy Church (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2004),
78–79.
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Mark Dever, Nine Marks of a Healthy Church (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2004), 102–118.
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Undoubtedly and rightly this discussion is grounded in the evangelical priority of the Great Commission
(Matthew 28:18–20; Acts 1:8). Mark Dever, Nine Marks of a Healthy Church (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books,
2004), 119–145.
46

Dever further advocates a covenantal approach to membership. Mark Dever, Nine Marks of a Healthy
Church (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2004), 147–165.
47

Dever rightly suggests the importance of church discipline in protecting the image of God’s holiness.
Dever further advocates a covenantal approach to membership. Mark Dever, Nine Marks of a Healthy Church
(Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2004), 192.
48

This point seems rather redundant. Dever merely suggests discipling and increasing the number of
Christians by teaching them the 9 Marks previously discussed. It is here that his model looses momentum, if it is
considered a model to begin with. On the other hand, his theological argument for discipleship and growth is very
good. Mark Dever, Nine Marks of a Healthy Church (Wheaton, IL: Crossway Books, 2004), 195–217.
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although he discusses many models
through his BOSS acronym.49
Dever’s work is significant and his marks are great marks for a healthy church, but they
lack in at least two significant ways. First, his 9 Marks tells its reader “what” characteristics
might be considered for understanding a healthy church, but there is a great deal of lacking in the
“how” aspect of the model, not to mention the particular theological persuasion from which he
writes that directly effects his interpretation and understanding (as it would anyone’s). Yet,
perhaps the greatest weakness offered by this approach is that it negates relationship. That is not
to say that there is no relationship of the church with God, certainly Dever would not say that but
the tone of this approach has an ecclesiological priority rather than a relational priority.
Unfortunately, in the discussion of healthy churches, or church renewal and revitalization, there
is no checklist of practices that will bring about the intended outcome. The practices, for the
church leaders and followers, must be the result of a relational overflow erupting out of the
church from the Spirit of God. Dever’s approach is far more academic and theological than
relational. While they are great points, they will not succeed in the type of relationship the
church needs to establish, but they will establish a great foundation for education and
discipleship.
Relationally Healthy Church. Stephen Macchia, upon completing his research in 1997, found
10 consistent characteristics of healthy churches. These 10 characteristics are identified in the
Table 2.3 and listed in order of importance according to Macchia’s research findings.
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Dever briefly discusses Baptist church polity, but places his main focus on context, qualifications,
charisma, and Christlikeness of church leadership. Mark Dever, Nine Marks of a Healthy Church (Wheaton, IL:
Crossway Books, 2004), 219–233.
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Table 2.3. Ten Characteristics of a Healthy Church50
Characteristic
1. God’s Empowering Presence
2. God Exalting Worship
3. Spiritual Disciplines
4. Learning and Growing in Community
5. A Commitment to Loving and Caring
Relationships
6. Servant Leadership Development
7. An Outward Focus
8. Wise Administration and Accountability
9. Networking and the Body of Christ
10. Stewardship and Generosity

Significance or Implication
How the Believer Relates to God

How the Believer Relates Family

How the Church Ministers Manage

This figure shows the connection of the various characteristics, and interestingly separates them
into three major categories. Of particular interest in the outcome is the common and scriptural
model of “loving God,” “loving others,” and “serving the world.”
Observations
Undoubtedly, there is value in all three approaches, in and of themselves. Particularly,
when understanding them from their unique perspective. However, the models themselves do not
stand on their own, independent of the others, at least not in the context for measuring the overall
health of any given church. Macchia’s model appears to be the most accurate independent model
for evaluation. Yet, in the absence of a conservative theological approach such as that offered by
Dever, it could not be an exhaustive approach. Scazzero’s first principle is of utmost importance
because of its biblical admonishment toward self-evaluation. The Significance of this principle
toward a healthy church is that the members of the church are consistently examining themselves
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Stephen A. Macchia, Becoming A Healthy Church: 10 Traits of a Vital Ministry (Grand Rapids, MI:
Baker Publishing Co., 1999), 23.
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with the goal of transformation.51 Nevertheless, Dever’s model can and should not be excluded
because it is an effective model of a theologically based church ministry, which is vitally
important. Therefore, the researcher argues that all three approaches should be considered in
determining the overall health of a church. Problematic of that opinion though is the truth that
churches of the 21st century cannot tolerate that sort of scrutiny.
On the other hand, something more must be considered than what is currently the norm.
In the arena of church health discussions, the subject often lands on the financial health of a
church, the growth or decline of the church, and the number of baptisms the church is
performing. While those criteria are certainly important, they should not be exhaustive. The
criteria that defines a healthy church must include its growth as has been observed in the
following subheading, but well-renowned scholars such as John Hammett argue emphatically
that church health is dependent on the Baptist distinctive for regenerating church membership.52
Therefore, upon observing the aforementioned approaches toward church health, the only
reasonable conclusion is to determine the value of each principle in its unique contribution
toward understanding the overall health of any given body of believers, defining themselves as a
local church. However, even in the light of the characteristics previously mentioned, the New
Testament church must be considered.
51

The Apostle Paul writes, “Test yourselves to see if you are in the faith; examine yourselves! Or do you
not recognize this about yourselves, that Jesus Christ is in you—unless indeed you fail the test? But I trust that you
will realize that we ourselves do not fail the test. Now we pray to God that you do no wrong; not that we ourselves
may appear approved, but that you may do what is right, even though we may appear unapproved. For we can do
nothing against the truth, but only for the truth. For we rejoice when we ourselves are weak but you are strong; this
we also pray for, that you be made complete. For this reason I am writing these things while absent, so that when
present I need not use severity, in accordance with the authority which the Lord gave me for building up and not for
tearing down. Finally, brethren, rejoice, be made complete, be comforted, be like-minded, live in peace; and the God
of love and peace will be with you.” New American Standard Bible: 1995 Update (LaHabra, CA: The Lockman
Foundation, 1995), 2 Co 13:5–11.
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Characteristics of a New Testament Church
Undoubtedly, one of the best scriptural passages revealing biblical principles for the New
Testament Church is Acts 2:42–47, where Luke pens that
They were continually devoting themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to
fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer. Everyone kept feeling a sense
of awe; and many wonders and signs were taking place through the apostles. And
all those who had believed were together and had all things in common; and they
began selling their property and possessions and were sharing them with all, as
anyone might have need. Day by day continuing with one mind in the temple, and
breaking bread from house to house, they were taking their meals together with
gladness and sincerity of heart, praising God and having favor with all the people.
And the Lord was adding to their number day by day those who were being
saved.53
The three key elements are as follows:
Acts 2:42–47 reveals three key biblical principles of the early church. These
generalizations were essential for the early church, and are essential generalizations for the
church today. It is of utmost importance to note that in having these biblical principles present,
God had favored His church by increasing its numbers (hence, effectiveness of their ministry)
daily.
Devotion
The first is identified, as the believers of the early church were devoted to apostolic
teaching.54 Doug Redford recognizes the first essential element as devotion of the early church
believers and states, “[All] of them came under the instruction of the apostles’ teaching, whether
in large groups at the temple or in smaller groups in homes (v. 46).”55 Devotion rightly directed
53

Acts 2:42–47, NASB95.
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The early Christians were a devoted people; they lived faithfully in regard to four essential elements of
church life. Doug Redford, The New Testament Church: Acts-Revelation, vol. 2, Standard Reference Library: New
Testament (Cincinnati, OH: Standard Pub., 2007), 20.
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toward learning and maturing in Christ is a doxological necessity that has unfortunately not been
adequately exercised by 21st century believers. The idea of being devoted means to be
“continually in” as explained by Gerhard Kittel and Geoffrey Bromiley,
In the NT προσκαρτερεῖν occurs in sense 2. c. at Mk. 3:9: καὶ εἶπεν τοῖς µαθηταῖς
αὐτοῦ, ἵνα πλοιάριον προσκαρτερῇ αὐτῷ διὰ τὸν ὄχλον, “to be continually ready.”
At Ac. 2:46: καθʼ ἡµέραν τε προσκαρτεροῦντες ὁµοθυµαδὸν ἐν τῷ ἱερῷ, it is
again to be taken in 2. c., “to be continually in.”56
Hence, the New Testament believers are continually in the state of learning and are taught what a
prime example of the biblical concept of discipleship is. Undoubtedly, their devotion comes at a
sacrificial expense that has been abandoned today. David Earley and Rod Dempsey identify the
necessity of this expense when they state,
Inherent in the decision to follow Jesus is the choice to forsake other things to do
so. There is a cost to following Jesus. Any disciple-making strategy that just adds
Jesus to already busy lives is doomed for failure. Potential disciples must be
called to forsake all to follow Jesus.57
The second area of devotion identified by Doug Redford in the Acts 2:42–27 passage is that they
devoted themselves to fellowship. Here he observes,
…The church in Jerusalem devoted itself to fellowship—a commonly shared life.
These followers of Jesus created a new and close community within the city as
they supported and encouraged each other… The Greek text in Acts 2:42 literally
says “the fellowship,” perhaps highlighting the special concern for one another
that characterized these followers of Jesus. Such concern is noted in verses 44 and
45 and in Acts 4:32–35.58
Redford acknowledges that the believers of the Jerusalem church were not only devoted to
discipleship, and learning apostolic teaching, but they were devoted to its application, which
brought about a supernatural bond among them. The term κοινωνία, ας, ἡ (koinonia) in this
56

Gerhard Kittel, Geoffrey W. Bromiley and Gerhard Friedrich, eds., Theological Dictionary of the New
Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1964–), 618.
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context means “close association involving mutual interests and sharing, association,
communion, fellowship, close relationship…[implying] (harmonious) unity.”59
The early believers were also devoted to the breaking of bread (communion) and prayer.
While those spiritual disciplines are very important, Redford notes that they are directly related
to worship, concluding that the early believers were devoted to a lifestyle of worship.60
Signs and Wonders
A second biblical principle found in this passage is found in God’s presence among the
New Testament Church, specifically, whereby the church experienced many signs and wonders
(v. 43). Doug Redford comments on the importance of these signs and wonders when he states,
Wonders and miraculous signs supported the authority of the teaching of the
apostles, for such demonstrations of God’s power indicated that they spoke on his
behalf (2 Corinthians 12:12; Hebrews 2:3, 4). Luke gives several examples of
such miracles in the rest of his account (Acts 3:1–10; 5:12–16; 8:13; 9:32–42;
14:8–10; 19:11, 12; 20:9–12; 28:7–9).61
Thus the Father, through His activity among His followers, affirmed the teaching of the apostles
and His presence among His believers and the early church.
Commonality and Unity
The final generalization among the biblical principles found in this passage is common
concern and unity (vv.44–45). The richer gave to the poorer, they opened their homes, and some
believers sold their homes while others did not, but the essential principle here is unity and
compassion. These are Christlike characteristics that are absolutely necessary for effective, God59

William Arndt, Frederick W. Danker and Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament
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honoring ministry today, and reflective of the heart of the Father and the ongoing ministry of
Jesus.
Observations
The contribution in observing the New Testament Church in the context of understanding
a healthy church is easily identified. The first observation that can be made is the realization that
the proclamation of God’s Word does not return void. Nevertheless, it is dependent upon the
preacher. It is God who increases the numbers daily, due to faithful proclamation and His
sovereignty over the church and the people. Secondly, there is a supernatural bond creating unity
as a result of the power and presence of the Holy Spirit. This unity empowers people from God’s
work and empowers them toward like-mindedness. Finally, God performs signs and wonders
among His people testifying of His presence among His people. The most common signs and
wonders that are observed today are seen because of the transforming power of the gospel. It is
observed in the maturation of new believers becoming disciple-makers for the kingdom of God,
participating in the work of God. It is seeing holiness being developed in the life of a sinful and
perverse generation.62 Hence, from this perspective, growth, discipleship, and unity are very
important characteristics for a healthy church.
What does it take for Revitalization
Mike Kinley published his journey through the revitalization process of a Baptist church
he pastored and led through the process. In his work, he makes the following observations,
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identifying difficulties he recognized during his season of ministry.63 According to Kinley, the
first difficulty was the “tearing down” of what he labels as trash.64 What he means is finding a
foundation worth building from perhaps getting back to the basics of essential ministry. The
most common difficulty is finding a church that wants to change. According to Kinley, many
churches are dying by choice. They have allowed things to go the way they are and while they
realize they are dying or declining, that deficit is more acceptable than change.65 The final
obstacle that Kinley discusses relates to the church’s ability to overcome its reputation in the
community.66
Kinley has touched on major obstacles for church revitalization, which he later argues as
the reason for revitalization itself. Yet, one must understand that there are far more challenges,
obstacles, or difficulties that faced in the revitalization process of declining or dead churches
than he identifies. The following section examines what some scholars, who specialize in the
field of revitalization, label essentials for effective revitalization. Some of these essentials are
identified by Aubrey Malphurs in the following chart, which indicate whether the church is
inward or outward focused.
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Illustration 2.1. Inward/Outward Focus 67
For instance, if the church is inward focused, then relationally it is resistant to seekers and
tolerates those who overcome that barrier. On the contrary, if a church has an outward focus,
then it is driven by evangelism, makes seekers a priority, and is very friendly toward them. This
essential would be non-negotiable in terms of revitalization because it speaks to the very purpose
of the church and its response to the Great Commission (Matthew 28:19–20; Acts 1:8).
In addition to Malphurs, Michael Ross introduces what he deems as 10 non-negotiable
essentials that must be present from the pulpit ministry of the church. Interestingly, the essentials
that Ross identifies are somewhat similar to those of Dever in their theological nature.
Furthermore, Ross identifies the importance of communicating these essentials from the pulpit.
Introducing these essentials, Ross states,
One fact is certain: Revitalization can take place. It is the will of the Lord that His
churches grow in every way possible—qualitatively, quantitatively, and
organically. Generally speaking, He desires to revitalize those churches that are
dying (Matt. 16:18). This revitalization will entail radical change for the majority
of weakening churches. And such radical change will require preachers who
preach like the Reformers and Puritans. Preaching that revitalizes is possible. It
remains for preachers in the majority of American68
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Ross is biblically correct in identifying that God wants to revitalize His churches.69 Furthermore,
the strategy introducing the revitalization process must begin in the pulpit; however, he
unfortunately fails to acknowledge the necessity to respond by the church, although that is
certainly implied in his list of ten essentials. The essentials he identifies are indicated in Table
2.4 along with their description and are particularly imperative from a leadership perspective.
Table 2.4. Non-Negotiables from the Pulpit70

Non-Negotiable Essential
1. A High View of God
2. The Absolute Authority of
Scripture

3. Sound Doctrine and Pure
Gospel

4. Biblical Authority

5. Mutual Accountability

6. Holiness of Lifestyle

7. The Primacy of Prayer

Description
A reverent and sober-minded relationship to the sovereign God that
causes us to worship Him in spirit and truth, serve Him diligently,
and obey Him in fear and love.
A belief in the inerrant, infallible, inspired, and authoritative Word
of God that shapes our whole life and ministry around the relevant,
absolute and life-changing truth revealed to us and communicated
by preaching and teaching.
The conviction that good living flows from good doctrine; doctrine
found in the Reformed and Biblical Faith and rooted in the true
Gospel of repentance from sin and dead works and faith toward God
in Christ, who is both Savior and Lord to all true Christians.
A commitment to obey the channels of God’s delegated authority in
marriage and family, church and government, in such a way that
believers are blessed by spiritual and godly leaders who direct us in
the ways of God.
A lifestyle of reciprocal living whereby believers follow the
reciprocal commands of the New Testament to live for one another
in such a way that they bring glory to Christ, fulfill their duties to
one another and enrich the life of the church.
A call from God to be separate from the world and set aside for Him
in such a way that believers work out their salvation with fear and
trembling in order to become like Jesus Christ and giving testimony
to the world of what a true Christian looks like in character and
conduct.
The realization that the source of spiritual power in the Christian life
is found in Spirit-driven prayer and the responsibility as a Christian
to be part of a praying people at worship, work, witness and warfare.
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8. Commitment to Excellence

9. Loving Focus on People

10. Revival and Reformation

A corporate effort to fulfill their purpose to the glory of God and to
give Him their very best in service, stewardship, study and
steadfastness for His Heavenly Kingdom so that their lives become
living and holy sacrifices acceptable to God in Christ.
A decision to place the interests of others before that of our own in
order to meet their spiritual needs if at all possible: salvation for the
unconverted, sanctification for the saints, support for the Kingdom
of God and sympathy for those in need.
The great need of the 21st Century Church whereby God baptizes,
awakens, and empowers us with His Holy Spirit as He renews the
saint, revitalizes the congregation, revives the church, reforms
religion, and restores our fortunes in Jesus Christ our Lord.

As a result of the aforementioned insight by Malphurs and Ross, it becomes apparent that
openness must be present regarding the transforming power of the gospel in the context of the
established church culture. A church needing revitalization must, in essence, die to itself and find
its identity and value rooted in the authority of the Scripture and Supremacy of God. It must be
willing to set aside the very tradition that was once relevant, in order to establish a new, vital
relationship whereby the mission of the church takes precedence over individual wants, needs,
and desires. Only if the church can embrace this mindset cooperatively, can the culture of the
church begin to change toward a relevant approach in the community. Aubrey Malphurs
recognizes the challenges that a church needing revitalization will face, but he responds to the
possibility stating, “The answer to the problem of church decline is to start new S-curves. This
necessitates a strategic planning process along with leaders or navigators who can effectively
lead their churches through the process. It is imperative that strategic planning be at the heart of
starting new S-curves.71 This new sigmoid curve is best illustrated in his chart (Illustration 2.6)
and illustrates the result of the ongoing transformational power of the Holy Spirit empowering
the local church to retain its relevance from its community perspective. Further, it is the result of
continued growth, continued vision, and expanding mission in the church. Like any other life
71
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form the church is similar in that when transformation, growth, vision, and cooperative
participation become plateaued or declining, the church begins to die.

Illustration 2.2. Malphurs’ New Sigmoid Curve72
On the other hand, as transformation and growth manifest themselves in the form of
vision, the S curve illustrating church vitality begins its inclination avoiding what would almost
always become certain death.
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CHAPTER 3
“RESEARCH”: SBC DATA AND CONTEMPORARY REVITALIZATION
STRATEGIES
This chapter encompasses two major sections consisting of the SCBA-acquired research
provided by anonymous pastors, research provided by the NCSBC ACP information, and
research acquired by reviewing contemporary revitalization strategies. The collection of this data
is neither intended to be exhaustive, nor representative of all churches and their leadership.
However, it does identify a significant number of issues directly connected with twenty-first
century state of SBC churches.
Although revitalization is a corporate issue, there is little doubt that pastors, in terms of
leadership, are responsible for either the growth or decline of the church that they are called to
serve. Joseph Stowell recognizes this responsibility when he writes, “Leadership is a gift.
Stewarding that gift is a privileged responsibility for which we will be accountable. And the
choices we make in regard to how we steward the gift are strategic.”1 Perhaps the point Joseph
Stowell makes is among the most overlooked in pastoral leadership, in that, good leadership
requires strategic planning. Yet, the stewardship of leadership is undoubtedly a very important
spiritual issue for pastoral leadership. Aubrey Malphurs connects the spiritual renewal of the
pastor with the spiritual renewal of the church stating,
It’s the responsibility of the church’s leadership to see that authentic
transformation happens—to call the church to spiritual renewal and revival. This
requires authentic, biblical transformational leadership that involves all leaders
using whatever influence they may have to promote spiritual transformation. It
begins with the pastoral leadership—it must start with the senior or directional
1
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MI: Zondervan, 2014), 24.
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pastor, who sets the example. Only as the Holy Spirit refreshes and revitalizes his
spirit will he be able to lead and influence the church in its transformation to
Christlikeness2
The importance of the spiritual health of the pastor cannot be avoided or overlooked.
Furthermore, it is his responsibility to lead the church he is serving into a transformational,
revitalizing relationship with the Lord Jesus. Failure in this transformational church growth
largely rests on the shoulders of pastors. It is because of this direct connection that the research
provided for this project is directed toward the pastors of the Sandy Creek Baptist Association.
The results are eye-opening. However, before reviewing the independent responses of the
pastors, an overall view of the SCBA is necessary.

Table 3.1. SCBA Annual Summary reported to NCBSC 3

2

Aubrey Malphurs, Being Leaders: The Nature of Authentic Christian Leadership (Grand Rapids, MI:
Baker Books, 2003), 117.
3
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The annual summary profile for the SCBA indicates very little change from 2011–2015,
which can be observed in Table 2.7. It indicates that over the last five years, membership has
decreased by 7% while baptisms have increased roughly by 16%. Perhaps this indicates that
either pastors are prematurely baptizing, or that they are not emphasizing doctrinally, the
importance of church membership. Furthermore, while the combination of
designated/undesignated gifts have increased by 12% over the last five years, statistics indicate
that contributions to the Cooperative Program and Associational Missions has declined roughly
by 9% combined, indicating that contribution of the churches are not competing with or meeting
the current economic inflation rate.4 This results in missions being thwarted by financial
restrictions. Both membership and contributions indicate that SCBA is gradually declining and is
in need of revitalization. Yet, its viability is dependent upon the local churches, which constitutes
a major part of its membership. Frankly, this information is indicative of the need for
revitalization throughout the SCBA churches.
The ACP for NLPC (Table 3.2) indicates several key issues associated with the church.
The first observation that can be noted is the absence of adequate information. If this inaccuracy
is consistent among other SBC churches throughout the nation, then the reporting statistics
generated from the collected ACP data are skewed and unreliable.
NLPC data can be noted for inaccuracy in several areas. For instance, the number of
baptisms reported for both 2014 and 2015 are incorrect. NLPC church records that actually there
were seven baptisms in 2013, 19 in 2014, and 23 in 2015. Furthermore, VBS attendance reached
71 in 2015, compared to the 0 indicated on the ACP. Further, the average Sunday School
attendance reached 69 in 2015.
4
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Also to be noted is that NLPC does have a brotherhood ministry, the church contributes
to the Cooperative Program and missions, and NLPC does participate in important offerings,
such as Lottie Moon and Annie Armstrong.

Table 3.2. New Life Praise Church Annual Church Profile5
As the SBC relies on the ACP reports to gather their information regarding church health and
kingdom impact, the importance of the ACP cannot be overstated. Fortunately, for NLPC,
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records have been kept separate from this report to reflect actual information in categories that it
is missing, as has been reflected earlier.6
Another observation that can be made regarding the collection of data is that it targeted
the pastors and the unique perspectives they had on each of their individual ministries. As
suspected, the data show, in many instances, areas of pastoral or leadership shortfalls in specific
categories. An alarming statistics identified in terms of leadership is that 9% of the Baptist
church pastors do not know the difference between the BFM 2000 and its predecessors. An
additional 9% have adopted a unique set of personal articles of faith. This is somewhat alarming,
considering the number of Baptist pastors within the community of Baptist Churches. Specific
challenges could include a tension between conservatism and liberalism, or a tension between
pastoral leadership and a BFM affirming congregation.
SCBA Pastor Research Data
Understanding the severity of the problem should not come as a surprise. The pastors in
the Sandy Creek Baptist Association were asked 60 questions. In the association, 48 churches
reside. The survey was made available to all pastors of the SCBA, with a window of 60 days for
completing the survey. An interesting statistic surfaced in the participation alone. Of the 48
pastors and/or ministry leaders, only 22 attempted to complete the survey, and only 18 completed
the survey. Amazingly, this indicates that many pastors are oblivious to the severity of the
problem, or uninterested in contributing to the solution, a condition which consists of over 50%
of the pastors, who were asked to anonymously participate, with no risk of their identity being
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revealed. All 60 questions can be found in Appendix C of this project. However, the most
significant ones, in terms of this discussion, are provided below.

Illustration 3.1. Pastors Perspective of Church Health
Only 41% of SCBA pastors consider their churches as vibrant and healthy, leaving 59%
of them identifying their respective ministries as either being complacent or as stagnant, dying,
declining, or dead. This research indicates the severity of the problem of declining churches in at
least two immediate areas. First, it demonstrates an immediate need for a renewal and
revitalization program in several SCBA churches. Second, it demonstrates the possible denial of
leaders who are potentially at risk or already plateauing. As observed earlier, NAMB claims that
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80–90% of the existing churches are at risk or are already in decline (p. 10). Proportionally, this
would result in a minimum 18 of the 22 churches to be potentially in trouble.7

Illustration 3.2. Visitors
Astonishingly, 83% of the SCBA churches currently have visitors attending on a regular
basis. This significance is best identified in the areas of relevance and community. Wanda
Vassallo writes,
Church growth studies have found visitors make up their minds in the first eleven
minutes if they are not coming back to a church. That’s before the choir sings the
beautiful anthem it has rehearsed for weeks and before the pastor delivers that
soul-searching sermon prepared after hours of prayer, study, and meditation. That

7

This statistic is only provided to identify the additional risk of unaware pastors, and is not actual. A larger
data sample would yield more accurate results.
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eleven minutes includes the way the visitor is welcomed (or not welcomed), the
aura for worship into which that person steps, and the beginning of the service.8

Illustration 3.3. Spiritual Health
As stated earlier, the corporate health of a church body begins with the individual
members. Among the SCBA churches that responded, only 22% of the attendees are vibrantly on
fire for Christ in a manner that is witnessed by the church pastors. This leaves 78% of the current
church members of the participating churches as spiritually complacent, carnal in nature or
perhaps unsaved altogether. This statistic identifies the vital need for a revitalization program
with the church. A failure to implement some sort of strategy will lead to certain death.

8

Wanda Vassallo, Church Communications Handbook: A Complete Guide to Developing a Strategy,
Using Technology, Writing Effectively, Reaching the Unchurched (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Resources, 1998), 55.

56

Illustration 3.4. Growth and Revival
From the pastor’s perspective of those surveyed, roughly 44% of church attendance is
experiencing revival, leaving approximately 56% of the churches complacent or declining in
their spiritual health. While 83% of the churches experience regular visiting attendance (Table
3.6), it should come as no surprise that outsiders do not see the value of having a relationship
with Christ and the essential need for community within the church.
Furthermore, from the pastor’s perspective, 61% of the churches in the SCBA are not
willing to unconditionally do whatever it takes to experience revival (Table 3.7). This figure is
the likely representative of both the church membership and the pastor. Aubrey Malphurs
recognizes this crucial truth when he states;
The Speed of the Leader Is the Speed of the Team. The quality of the leadership
affects the quality of the ministry. One leader correctly observes that everything
rises or falls on leadership. As the ministry’s leadership goes, so goes the
organization, and the quality of any ministry is in direct proportion to the quality
of its leadership. Thus leadership is the key element of ministry, a vital ingredient
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for success. If a ministry isn’t doing well, then much of the time the problem can
be traced in some way to leadership or its lack. This truth surfaces repeatedly
throughout the Scriptures. For example, a careful reading of the books of 1 and 2
Kings teaches that the success of Israel’s kings and, consequently, the nation
depended on the kings’ allegiance and obedience to God’s law and finally to God
himself. God prospered the nation in relation to how its leaders led the people in
obedience to the Mosaic law and the teachings of the prophets. When the kings
abandoned God’s direction, the nation paid a severe price.9

Illustration 3.5. Eagerness for Revival
There is little doubt of the importance of leadership in terms of leading for transformation. In
question 11 of the survey (see Appendix C), 73% of the pastors admit that the church is a
reflection of their leadership, while 27% are in denial of this important truth.
Perhaps, this is because people in general do not like change. Yet, from a Christian
worldview, change is vital, particularly in terms of progressive sanctification, whether for the

9

Aubrey Malphurs and Will Mancini, Building Leaders: Blueprints for Developing Leadership at Every
Level of Your Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2004), 25.

58
individual believer or for the church. Transformation is definitely necessary for any believer or
body to grow in Christlikeness.

Illustration 3.6. Willingness to Change
One third of the churches surveyed are unwilling to change for the sake of the gospel,
while two thirds, are willing. According to question 15 (see Appendix C), only 73% of the
pastors who participated in the survey research are leading their people in an intentional direction
toward a vision, and only 41% of those have shared that decision or have buy-in from their
congregation. This leaves 59% of the congregation in this survey to repent as they are unaware
of the direction (if there is one) that they are being led toward. Therefore, it is evident that one
third of the churches are unwilling to make adjustments to be more effective, which is a serious
leadership issue.
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Hence, it should come as no surprise that 72% of the churches represented do not have a
vibrant discipleship culture within the context of their ministry (Table 3.9). Discipleship, being at
the very heart of the mission of the church, is a key ingredient that is a separating distinction
between churches and clubs.

Illustration 3.7. Discipleship Culture
Thankfully, roughly 28% of the churches participating do have a disciple-duplicating
culture intact. It is likely that church pastors who are unsure of whether their ministries include a
vibrant discipleship, have a vibrant discipleship program in place. Furthermore, they probably do
not employ a mission or vision statement of any sort. It is important to note that this data does
not account for leaders who are trying to develop a disciple-making culture within their church
context although question 15 (see Appendix C) does identify a certain weakness in strategic
leadership.
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It has long been a Baptist tradition to schedule revivals in the spring and fall season of the
year. Over the years, people have come to the revivals, and year after year they have left the
revivals, unchanged, unaltered, and for all intensive purposes, spiritually unaltered. Still, the
tradition goes on in many churches, even though attendance is down during the event and
unreached people in the community rarely attend. Raymond Ortlund and Kent Hughes rightly
claim, “Revival is often misunderstood. When you drive by a church displaying a sign, ‘Revival
here next week,’ you can bet there won’t be a revival there next week. Revival can’t be
scheduled.”10

Illustration 3.8. Revival Scheduling
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Hence, to seek revival once or twice a year is quite a ridiculous concept from a Christian
worldview. Christians should seek to be moved by God daily, not annually. Still, 61% of the
churches in the SCBA schedule revival in an effort to move their people closer to God.

Illustration 3.9. Baptisms
Out of the 18 churches that completed this question on the survey, only one church failed to
baptize a single convert in 2015. Most churches baptized less than five individuals. Question 11
(see Appendix C) indicates that 73% of the pastors acknowledge that the church is a reflection of
their leadership. John MacArthur addresses the responsibility that pastors have in reaching the
lost when he states;
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Since evangelism constitutes one of the church’s main purposes, the pastor must
play a key role in leading his church to fulfill this responsibility…Various ways to
accomplish the task of outreach include personal evangelism, public evangelism,
and the planting of churches. The main motivations for a pastor to do evangelism
come from obedience to Christ, love for Christ, and love for mankind. The pastor
can pass on this motivation to his people through his example, expectations,
exhortations, excitement, and promotion of special evangelistic efforts.11
The importance of evangelism being exemplified from the top down cannot be overstated.
Furthermore, the severity of this problem within the context of the SCBA can be observed on
their annual profile (Table 3.1), which indicates a reduction in membership over the last year of
423 members having already accounted for a total of 206 baptisms.

Illustration 3.10. Openness to Change
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A.W. Tozer is not alone in recognizing the difficulty that people have in terms of change
and tradition. In his discussion of the subject, he states,
The problem is change, which disturbs many people. They have accepted the
status quo as being the very tablets given by God on the mountain. Most people, if
they happen to be in any church anywhere, accept the status quo without knowing
or caring to inquire how it came to be. In other words, they do not ask, “Oh God,
is this of You, is this divine, is this out of the Bible?” Because it was done and is
being done, and because a lot of people are doing it, they assume it is all right.12

Illustration 3.11. Carnal Christianity
Carnal Christianity is undoubtedly a problem for churches today. A. W. Tozer examines
Carnal Christianity and identifies its prevalence among churches today when he states,
Worldliness of spirit is the prevailing mood in the average church, along with
carnality of heart. To the Corinthians, Paul said in effect, “You are carnal and I
12
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cannot speak to you of spiritual matters. I would like to come to preach deep
things to you, but you are too carnal.” Another prevailing mood of the average
church is to be Christian in name but in practice to be unchristian. Our trouble is
not that we refuse to believe right doctrine, but we refuse to practice it. We have
the peculiar contradiction of believing the right thing and living the wrong way, a
strange anomaly within the church everywhere.13
Unfortunately, 10 of the 18 pastors who completed this question in the survey fail to recognize
the reality of carnality within their church, indicating that they are unaware of a real problem in
the church today.
Summary of Survey Results
The churches that responded to the survey indicate an overwhelming acknowledgment of
weekly visiting attendance; yet, they find themselves, for the most part, in a declining or dead
condition. Perhaps, this is due to the astounding presence of lukewarm or carnal Christianity
within the church, which is obvious to outsiders. Practically speaking, the testimony of the
church on Sunday morning does not attract people to Jesus, or invite outsiders to participate in
the ministry of the church. Furthermore, two-thirds of the pastors have indicated that the church
they are currently serving in is unwilling to unconditionally seek revival or renewal. Such pastors
have admitted that these churches not have a vibrant discipleship culture, which accounts for the
low numbers, in both baptisms and outreach efforts. The survey results also indicate that the
pastors may not know how to lead their churches toward revitalization, and have become
discouraged by past failed attempts.
Contemporary Renewal/Revitalization Methodology Research
As revitalization is a spiritual issue, methods that are directed toward spiritual
revitalization have been observed. David Jeremiah has introduced the first methodology
13
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reviewed in his book, Reset: Ten Steps for Spiritual Renewal. It is worth noting that his work is
directed toward a believing audience that is able to seek renewal independent from leadership, or
corporate church context. However, its contribution to this project is essential for identifying the
ingredients necessary for renewal or revitalization to take place. The context (whether individual
or corporate) is not a factor as church renewal and revitalization must begin in the hearts of the
individual believers. The ten steps are indicated in the following chart (Table 3.14).
Table 3.3. Ten Steps for Spiritual Renewal
10 Steps
1. Passion for God’s Word

2. Obedience to God’s Word
3. Responding to God’s Word
4. Worship

5. Commitment

Description
This principle places its focus on encountering God’s
word in a manner by which the believer is motivated
toward understanding and applying the Word of God to
their life on a regular basis.14
This step places emphasis on being a doer of the Word
rather than just a listener (James 1:22).15
This step emphasizes the importance and necessity of
repentance in the life of a believer.16
This step places its focus on the natural result of having
the right relationship with God. It further describes the
principles of worship in response to the previous three
steps.17
This step emphasizes the need to commit to God a desire
to resist complacency and continue a transformational
journey.18
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6. Giving
7. Serving

8. Thanksgiving

9. Conviction
10. Purpose

This step emphasizes the spiritual importance of
financial stewardship and its contribution to the spiritual
health of the believer.
This step places an emphasis on kingdom-centered
serving, and the necessity of finding, then using one’s
God given gifts to fulfill their God-provided purpose.19
This step embraces the importance of thanksgiving in
terms of thankfulness for the renewal that takes place.
The importance of this step is vital toward sustenance of
renewal/revitalization.20
This step emphasizes the ongoing importance of
recognizing conviction as an opportunity to respond to
God by drawing in holiness and not compromising.21
This step underscores the need for looking toward
eternity and the hope we have, and fulfilling God’s
mission for the individual life until then.22

While all ten steps are vital for an ongoing vital relationship with the Lord, it is worth
noting that steps four through ten are really responsive, and the three preceding steps, which are
absolute necessities for revitalization to take place in the life of any believer, but will only be
effective in response to conviction (step 9). Hence, the sequential order of the steps may vary in
this model of renewal/revitalization, but they are all relevant to the discussion and strategy.
Simple Church
Thom Rainer offered keen insight in altering how leaders should approach the
transformation of their ministry in his book Simple Church. This book identifies the need to
restructure ministries from busy, program-based strategies to a more simplistic four-step
approach focused on a discipleship strategy. The four steps are as follows,
19
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Table 3.4. Simple Church Strategy
Step
1. Design a Simple Process
(Clarity)

2. Place Key Programs Along
the Process (Movement)
3. Unite All Ministries
Around the Process
(Alignment).
4. Eliminate Things Outside
the Process (Focus)

Description
This step places an emphasis on planning a strategic
discipleship approach within the ministry of the church, unique
of any existing programs already employed in the ministry of
the church.23
This step evaluates and places current ministry programs in the
process created in step 1. Although not all ministries may fit
into the newly created model, none of them have been
eliminated yet, although those that fit may be altered to meet a
discipleship strategy.24
In this step an attempt is made to align all church ministries in
the process created in step 1. It further invites ministry leaders
to participate in the placement of ministries within the
process.25
This final step eliminates ministries that do not contribute to
the process or strategy for developing disciples.26

The title of this process “Simple Church” is a bit deceiving given that it is really not
meant to be simple in terms of application, but in terms of perspective, consisting of only four
steps. Nevertheless, each step is crucial and relevant for an effective ministry. Therefore, during
transitional ministry movements, it is imperative to seek wisdom and direction from the Lord,
while not overwhelming leaders or congregants during this transitional period.27
Church Renewal Journey
There is no published information on the Church Renewal Journey (CRJ) program
offered through the NCSBC. It is essential to note that the Church Renewal Journey program is a
23
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recently modified approach to the traditional Lay Renewal Weekend program, which was
employed by the Southern Baptist Churches in past decades. However, some elements of the
CRJ contribute in the strategy offered in Chapter Four of this project. The CRJ consists of five
weekends with a unique focus typically spread out over a five-year period. The chart below
indicates the focus of each individual weekend.
Table 3.5. Church Renewal Journey28
Weekend Emphasis
1. Awakening Weekend
2. Equipping Weekend
3. Commissioning
Weekend
4. Empowering Weekend
5. Sending Weekend

Focus Description
The Awakening Weekend places its primary focus on spiritual
revival or awakening.
The Equipping Weekend places its focus on spiritual gifts and
how to use them.
The Commissioning Weekend places its focus on marketplace
evangelism.
The empowering weekend places its focus on the power and
discipline of prayer.
The sending weekend commissions participants to enter their life
context as missionaries sent out from the church.

Summary and Use of Current Revitalization Models
The revitalization models above have been employed in the strategy found in Chapter
Four, but not in their entirety. Information has been used or methods have been adopted and
modified in some context in effort to develop a strategy toward revitalization by creating a small
group ministry that serves as the primary discipleship arena within the churches. However, these
are only the main contributors toward the strategy, as others will be utilized as well.
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CHAPTER 4
A STRATEGIC PLAN FOR REVITALIZING TRADITIONAL CHURCHES BY
ESTABLISHING SMALL GROUPS
The data of SCBA churches indicate that churches are dying, largely because of
leadership. Pastors have indicated that they have no strategic ministry plan; they have indicated
that changing from traditionalism is problematic, and their churches consist of dying or
complacent membership rather than Christians who are hungry and passionate for Christ.1
This thesis project has been committed to introducing a strategic plan for developing a
small group ministry, specifically within traditional churches. Pastors must not accept
complacent Christianity as a norm when serving within the body of Christ. They must overcome
their fear of leading people toward change and embrace the transformational power of the gospel
in the corporate body of believers they have been assigned to by the Head of the Church, Christ.
Again, it is imperative to note that church renewal and revitalization takes place one person at a
time, and that Christ is the Lord of life, not death. This researcher believes that Christ had never
begun a church with death being an acceptable, expected, or reasonable outcome. Should that be
the case, perhaps He would not have asked the seven churches in chapters two and three of the
Revelation to repent.
Eight Step Strategy
This project is not intended to be a type of “cookie-cutter” strategy, which is full proof in
the context of every ministry. However, in the two cases it has been utilized, it has proven to be
1
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successful.2 One of the primary reasons for its success is that it is led in a servant versus
dictatorial model of leadership. Servant leadership includes leading by example, remaining
above reproach, and living out one’s faith as an act of love toward God’s people and the lost, and
displays at least four the following characteristics: humility, willingness to serve, a focus on
others, and love (Matthew 20:25–26). If a pastor’s style of leadership is dictatorial, then this
model will drastically need to be altered, as one of the greatest reasons for its success is that it is
lay led.3
Step 1: Prayer and Discernment
The research in this project affirms what has long been noted as a problem within the
church. Although most pastors have not completely abandoned prayer, research shows that they
have abandoned the discipline of continual prayer. Leonard Ravenhill, in his book Revival God’s
Way, stresses the importance of prayer in terms of both revival and pastoral leadership when he
states, “I stress again, our poverty in the prayer closet is the seedbed of all our failure. Failing
there, we fail everywhere.”4 Therefore, if a pastor desires to lead any church toward renewal or
revitalization, a pastor must begin by seeking the Lord through a season of intense prayer,
accompanied by intentional humility.
Prayer is important for many reasons, but for the context of this discussion, perhaps the
most important reason is that “prayer provides insight.”5 Not the kind of insight generated from a
2
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human perspective, or pastoral perspective, but the kind of insight acquired from a divine
perspective. As Christ is the head of the church and knows every detail of every heart of every
ministry, it seems only reasonable that as a primary priority, His under-shepherds would rely on
His leadership when leading a church from a critically unhealthy state toward revitalization.
How to pray is vitally important. Scholars have introduced many methods for teaching
believers how to pray in the correct manner, but at the leadership level, or more specifically, at
the pastoral level, praying “rightly” or as the Lord modeled in John 17, should not really need to
be discussed. Yet, praying for revitalization is a bit different. Pastors and congregations have
abused the privilege of prayer by eliminating the necessity of its kingdom-focus and building a
foundation for me-ology rather than a doxological necessity grounded in proper theology. In
John 17, the Lord prays specifically for the “glory of the Father” (John 17:1–12). Hence, the
priority in praying must be for the glory of the Father, specifically in the context of church
revitalization.
Furthermore, pastors must pray as the Lord instructed His disciples in Matthew 6:9–13.
Here He instructs them to begin their prayer with praise, repentance, and humility before asking.
Then, make the “asking” kingdom-focused; when He advocates His disciples to pray, “[t]hy
kingdom come” or “Deliver us from the evil one.” Pastors must pray in some way, with a
kingdom-focus, to glorify the Father (through their ministry and the ministry of the church) and
with a heart of repentance before asking for anything.
When the time comes to petition the Lord, ask Him particularly how to lead the church
toward revitalization, and/or ongoing revival. It is important to understand that the purpose of
this prayer is to identify God’s will, and discover His way. Samuel D. Gordon identifies the next
essential criterion of effective praying when he writes,
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There is a fine word used in the psalms, and in Isaiah for this sort of thing
[praying]—waiting. Over and over again that is the word used for that contact
with God, which reveals to us His will, and imparts to us anew His desires…
Waiting is not an occasional nor a hurried thing. It means steadfastness, that is
holding on; patience, that is holding back; expectancy, that is holding the face up
to see; obedience, that is holding one’s self in readiness to go or do; it means
listening, that is holding quiet and still so as to hear.6
Often, waiting is understood as “sit around and do nothing,” when in fact, the biblical meaning
of the term mandates that the practice is far more than doing nothing. Leaders must anxiously
anticipate, with a heart of expectancy, not only God’s will, but also God’s way of accomplishing
that will. Knowing that His will is the revival of His people (in this case, His church) answers
only half of the equation. Identifying His way is the knowledge being sought in this step. While
there is no cookie-cutter approach toward renewal and revitalization, the Lord Jesus will begin to
provide wisdom in approaching this subject with His church.
This step never ends. Through the entire revitalization process, prayer is required. It is
not optional. Without ongoing prayer, any attempt toward revitalization will fail just as any
attempt of God glorifying the ministry will fail if prayer is absent.
Step 2: Planning and Processing
As the Lord Jesus imparts wisdom on His under-shepherd, they should begin making
mental notes of what He is saying while meditating on each one. As He speaks, His plan will
begin to unfold. Modifications to this strategy may be necessary, and that is perfectly acceptable.
It may be necessary to modify the order of these steps, to eliminate a step, or add an additional
step. Although each step of this plan is vital to its success, it is acceptable to vary from the order
as the Lord leads.
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Like the first step, this is an ongoing process of development. Once the Lord begins to
reveal a clear picture of the first step, it is very wise to begin early on sharing how the Lord is
leading with other leadership. However, do not share the entire process, it will be overwhelming
and may open the door for more resistance. Sometimes, less is more; in this case: less is more.
Share one step at a time, in a palatable manner.
A good place to start is by simply commencing discussions with key leaders and/or the
deacon body concerning revival, allowing them to communicate the overall spiritual health of the
church. Normally, churches that are declining spiritually are already experiencing symptoms that
effect unity, attendance, and contributions, along with ministry participation. Encouraging the
deacon body and/or key leaders to dialogue about this using the Socratic method is vital.7 The
Socratic method is not a new concept, as Charles Spurgeon identifies its use by both the Lord
Jesus when he states,
Socrates was wont, not so much to state a fact, as to ask a question and draw out
thoughts from those whom he taught. His method had long before been used by a
far greater teacher. Putting questions is Jehovah’s frequent method of instruction.
When the Lord answered Job out of the whirlwind it was with a series of
questions. “Knowest thou the ordinances of heaven? Canst thou set the dominion
thereof in the earth? Canst thou lift up thy voice to the clouds, that abundance of
waters may cover thee? Canst thou send lightnings, that they may go, and say
unto thee, Here we are?” and so forth.8
Many icebreakers can be used to get the discussion started. It is best to use questions that are
relative in nature, meaning there are no right or wrong answers. This will allow trust to be built
and a comfort level to be established, thereby creating an opportunity to ask questions that are
7
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more serious. Some examples could involve an honest evaluation of the believer’s particular
church ministry and function following a discussion of the seven churches in Revelation.
Particularly, what might Jesus say to their church? Another example might be based on their
knowledge of the church mission and vision statement, further discussing their ability to
communicate it. Still, another good example is relative to their perception of the spiritual health
of their church leadership and the notion of leadership response in Sunday morning services.
Although leadership should never respond unless being led and/or convicted by the Holy Spirit,
it would seem that would be the case occasionally if they are seeking His word and message for
their individual lives. Jesus prayed, the apostles prayed (though eventually) and effective leaders
will lead by transparent example.
While these are just examples, the questions used should always be relevant to the group
being addressed, need to be thought provoking, and must be Spirit-led. This will create an
environment that encourages people to engage authentically from both their personal position
with the Lord Jesus, and their corporate obedience to the Lord Jesus.9 Furthermore, it will begin
to teach each individual to begin contemplating spiritual matters, which paves the way to prepare
them for revival.
This is the first step toward discipleship in this strategy. The key to this approach is not to
debate. In fact, it is imperative that the group or the individual does not feel threatened in their
particular viewpoint, or with their particular answers. Making mental notes, meditating on them,
and not challenging anything unless it is scripturally or theologically problematic is crucial. At
this point, merely invite the subject to further explore or explain. It is important to remember that
in many cases, people hear themselves talk about these things for the first time. Although this is
9
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not always the case, it will be in the vast majority of occurrences. The subjects need to explore
their individual thoughts in connection to scripture, without begin told what to believe, and allow
the Spirit of God to intercede when necessary. However, directing questions at them will lead
them through this vital processing stage.
Step 3: Strategic Planning
Although most, if not all pastors of declining churches fail to think strategically, it is
imperative that strategic planning be a part of the process for church renewal and revitalization.
Aubrey Malphurs, a leading advocate for strategic planning recognizes the disregard
contemporary pastors and leaders have for strategic planning when he states, “The conventional
or traditional concept of strategic planning, as practiced up to the present, has become somewhat
obsolete and irrelevant.”10 Perhaps it is because the concept is misunderstood. Strategic planning
in a church setting is more than the pastor, or the pastor and a couple of leaders in the church
sitting down and contemplating ideas and thinking of ways to bring to fruition a healthy church
context and/or culture. Though that may be a good way to start, a vital component of the
strategic planning process is developing the strategy with the key leaders within the church, so
that they will have ownership in the plan. In fact, one of the vital components of this step is for
the key leaders to feel like they are contributing to the process, and even leading the process.
Again, Aubrey Malphurs speaks to the process of strategic planning when he writes, “It is not
about a strategic plan; it is about a strategic process, an envisioning process.”11
Most Baptist Churches have a committee for everything. One of the common committees
is a church council. Usually the church council is defined in the Bylaws of the church, and it is
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the key leaders of the ministries, who are assigned to this daunting task. A problem with the
church council is that most are entrenched in traditionalism.12 Hence, by their very nature they
become a reactive managerial group rather than a proactive planning group. Therefore, the first
order of business is challenging the church council to change its name from “Church Council” to
“Strategic Planning Team,” not making major changes to their task at this point, but perhaps
merely explaining the difference between being reactive and being proactive, and letting them
know they have been identified as key leaders within the church. This request should be fulfilled
with humility. It has proved successful in each previous case by asking the participants of the
committee for help.13 Making a big deal out of this small change within the church, thanking the
participants for their willingness to serve in this capacity will help down the road as other areas
of ministries are required or encouraged to make adjustments.
Before the excitement of this newly defined committee diminishes, some meetings with
the team must be planned. The goal of the first meetings should be to embrace, elaborate, or
explore either the current or a new mission and vision statement for the church ministry. Aubrey
Malphurs discusses the importance of a mission statement stating,
I believe that a major reason why 80 to 85 percent of churches in America are in
trouble is because they don’t have a clear compelling mission—they don’t know
where they’re going or should be going.… A well focused mission statement
provides a target on the wall for the archer and all else who might launch the
ministry arrow.14
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making sure their particular ministry is getting what it wants or needs to maintain its status within the church.
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In each of the three previous cases, changing the name of the committee was not a big issue, and was
accompanied by a new zeal for participation. However, should the name remain “church council,” they can still
embrace the following responsibilities of a “Strategic Planning Team.”
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It is imperative that leaders do not develop the mission and/or vision statement themselves.
While they should guide the discussion, ministry leaders need to be invested in the mission and
vision of the church. A leader should keep the subjects biblically dedicated and kingdomfocused, but not persuade them to agree to a mission or vision statement, rather aide them in
discovering one.
Another essential element to create a mission and vision statement is that the statement be
concise and easy to remember. This will enable the individual members of the church to commit
it to memory. The church members should be able to understand the scriptural foundation on
which it is based. This will build value in both the mission and vision statement of the church,
and will enable the members to have confidence in the direction the leaders are leading the
church.
A final note regarding mission and vision statements—it is acceptable to attempt to create
a unique mission and vision statement; however, the mission and vision statement of the church
must be closely related to the mission and vision of Christ, the Head of the church. Hence, it
must include evangelism, missions, and discipleship (Matthew 28:19–29; Acts 1:8). In doing so,
however, the difference and essence of the mission statement must be understood. Aubrey
Malphurs explains the importance of the mission and vision statement, contrasting their
differences, when he writes,
The two terms are different in many ways. A ministry’s mission is a statement of
where it is going; whereas, its vision is a picture or snapshot of the same.
Primarily the mission affects planning the organization’s future, while the vision
affects the communication of that future. A mission statement is short—no longer
than a sentence. However, a vision statement is long—from one paragraph to as
many as twenty or thirty pages. The purpose of the mission is to inform people as
to where the ministry is going. The purpose of the vision is to inspire them to get
there. The mission involves the activity of doing or accomplishing the
organization’s future; whereas, the vision involves seeing in one’s head that same
future. The source of the mission is the head—the mission stimulates the mind.
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The source of the vision is the heart—the vision is an emotional thing. It
stimulates the emotions. A mission can be taught, but a vision is more often
caught than taught.15
Understanding the mission and vision statements in this way better equips leaders to aide their
teams toward effectively developing a unified and transformational ministerial goal.
Step 4: Preach
Preaching is the greatest tool and form of communication at a pastor’s disposal, and must
be effectively utilized in leading churches toward renewal and revitalization. Yet as research has
consistently shown, and is the case with the research conducted in this project, many pastors do
not design their messages for Sunday morning in a strategic or prayer-oriented way. Hence, the
state of decline being observed among evangelical churches should come as no surprise. In fact,
this writer believes that pulpits are largely responsible for the state of the church today.
Preaching must be transformational and strategic for revitalization and renewal to occur. A
careful survey of the life of Christ, the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5–7), and the life of Paul
suggests that not only is the ministry Spirit-led, but also it is strategic and intentional. Therefore,
primarily pastors must be Spirit-led when they fill their pulpits. If that has not been the case, then
the very first step toward transformational preaching is repentance. Pastors who have abused the
call to preach and have failed to allow the Spirit to lead them (for any reason) must stop and
repent as a first order of business.
Preaching transformational messages means focusing on the transformational power of
the gospel. There is little doubt among evangelicals that the Gospel of Jesus Christ should be
included in every single message preached from the pulpit. Yet, it often seems that the
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Aubrey Malphurs, Developing a Vision for Ministry in the 21st Century (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker,
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transformational element of the gospel is either “taken for granted” or excluded for some other
reason. Pastors must encourage their church family to observe both their lives and the life of the
church in terms of transformation. Without doing so, pulpits are pointless.
Before identifying some key ingredients for preaching toward revitalization, one must
understand that revitalization and revival are not the same. Michael Ross rightly discusses that
the difference between revival and revitalization is that revival is “the supernatural work of God
producing extraordinary results;” further suggesting that revitalization is the “effort to bring
purpose, passion, purity and proper priorities back to the life and ministry of the local
congregation.”16 While he differentiates between the two, it appears that they both are closely
related, going hand in hand. Unfortunately, revival has traditional become an annual are semiannual event whereby pastors and church leaders plan for an event. The problem with that is that
revival is not a yearly event; it is a regular phase in Christianity or a normal Christian
relationship with Christ.
Michael Ross offers great insight to what he labels as “practical steps” for preaching
toward revitalization.17 Although he supports his hypothesis with examples from the Puritan and
Reformation preachers, the “steps” are of great value to pastors who earnestly desire to lead their
churches toward revitalization.18 This step will employ the elements of revitalization, preaching
that Ross advocates, but rather than relying on what Reformation preachers did (which was
contemporary in their day), the step itself will find relevance for contemporary audiences to
achieve the desired goal.
16

Ross, 22–24.
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Ibid., 22.

18

The steps advocated by Ross are as follows; priorities, content, and characteristics. These are what he
indicates are necessary for preaching for revitalization. Ibid., 23.
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The first strategic step in sermon delivery must evaluate the sermon priority, and that
priority must be transformation. It is essential that pastors are particular with word choice in their
communication. For example, people tend to distance themselves from words like change, but
are more accepting of a term like adjustments(s). Because transformation must begin with each
individual, the sermon must motivate its hearers to look inside themselves, and respond.
Encouraging the congregants to make necessary adjustment in their lives will help them become
more Christlike. By default, if this happens, the church will embrace the mission of God, and the
corporate body will begin to accept the possibility of making necessary adjustments in order to
become more effective.
While evaluating each sermon and the response of the people, it is very important to let
God be God. Do not look for big changes, or even big responses; let God be God. Let Him do the
transformational work in the life of the believer through the power and presence of the Holy
Spirit, in His time. Pastors need to continue preaching and teaching the need for “making
adjustments,” through the lens of progressive sanctification and the transforming power of the
gospel.
Secondly, be careful with the content of each sermon. Pastors reverently and cautiously
handle the Word of God; but when it comes to content, it is advisable to include the gospel,
elements of transparency, and praise.19 Expository preaching is necessary so that the hearers
develop an appetite for learning the depths of God’s Word. Hence, preachers must spend time
doing their homework in the Word, so that they are prepared to deliver God’s message. Another
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Here, the pastor or the preacher (if not already) needs to learn to become transparent in his life in
relationship to the listeners. That is, allow them to see the transforming power of the gospel on a personal level, so
that they can relate. Praise is not self praise, but praise for the work of the gospel in the lives affected, where
adjustments are observed, not personal adjustments of others but corporate adjustments within the body.
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vital component of this step is prayer. Corporately pray for transformation—transformation to
become the people that God has called the church to be (in its local community).
Finally, evaluating the characteristics of the messages God is communicating. Prayer,
passion, and relevance toward a particular congregation should characterize every sermon. It is
also essential that the sermon be characterized by ethōs (essence), which is the very Word of
God. In the context of preaching for revitalization, the very essence of the message must be
transformation. The importance of this subject cannot be overstated.
Sunday Night Services. Develop your Sunday Night (or Wednesday night Bible study, if there
is no Sunday night service) service into a big small group, utilizing an open discussion format
and trying to make it an individual bible Study. This will create extra work for the pastor at first,
but after the first Bible study or two, when the participants have become accustomed to
discussion, it will be easy to transition from Bible studies to sermon-based discussion.
This is another key step in creating a disciple-making culture. Most people hear the
sermon on Sunday morning, but cannot say anything about it by lunchtime. On a Sunday night
service, or Wednesday night Bible study, bring the sermon up for discussion and see how many
remember; however, do not be disappointed when only a handful, if any, can recall anything.
Realizing this deficit spurs a good idea to employ two things. First, make sure the bulletin for the
Sunday morning worship service has an outline or note area for the service (See Appendix E).
Second, begin to incorporate the sermon into the Bible study or Sunday evening service. A great
method for doing so is using the popular three-question questioning model that has been around
for decades.20 These questions are sermon based and ask “what,” “so what,” and “now what.”21
20

David Veerman, “Making Applications Personal,” in Changing Lives through Preaching and Worship:
30 Strategies for Powerful Communication, ed. Marshall Shelley, 1st ed., Library of Christian Leadership
(Nashville, TN: Moorings, 1995), 63.
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In doing so, many congregants will begin to learn how to interact with God’s Word and message
for the very first time. If congregants do not interact with the sermon in this way or any other
similar manner, transformational preaching will have proved unsuccessful.
Step 5: Evaluation
This is a very difficult step for the church, as describing it is much easier than applying it.
The reason that this step is difficult is largely due to tradition. Churches are heavily influenced
by tradition, whether they recognize it or not. Although the churches would not admit it, they
treat each aspect of their ministry as though it is inherently inspired. Thus, it is of utmost
importance that the Strategic Planning Team (SPT) be employed and work coherently together,
prior to approaching this step.
There are several reasons for churches’ decline, and its failure to recognize ministry
efforts that do not bear fruit is one of them. Therefore, in the evaluation process, accomplishing
this step with the STP is necessary to evaluate the ministries of the church. The pastor should not
communicate his evaluation of the ministries to the STP unless they request it. The key to
success in this difficult step is allowing the adjustments to be made from the bottom to up. In
other words, to let the STP drive the change, the pastor should only drive the discussion.
Firstly, by now the STP should have the mission statement of the church committed to
memory, particularly as they have developed it. They should be asked to recite the mission
statement, then pray and ask God for courage to be honest, and wisdom to become more
effective for the sake of His gospel.

21

The questions in long form are best understood as “What did God say to you?” “So what adjustments do
you need to make in your life?” “Now what are you going to do about it?” The first is conviction, the second is
response and application, the third is accountability as they communicate that corporately.
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Secondly, be a guinea pig. Ask the STP how the Sunday morning worship service can
improve, and if it can fulfill the mission and vision of the church. Listen intently and take notes
because there is wisdom in numbers (Prov 15:22). Lead by example and make or discuss some
adjustments that will improve the morning worship service.
Thirdly, invite the ministry leaders to evaluate their ministries and other ministries within
the church. The primary object is not finding fault with other ministries, but evaluating whether
every ministry of the church is contributing effectively toward the mission and vision of the
church. Discussion of “how” contributing needs be kept to a minimum, but honest evaluation of
whether their contribution is necessary. All ministries need to evolve in effort to maintain and
improve their effectiveness, but in this step, the leaders should merely be able to communicate
about how each ministry contributes to the cooperative mission of the church.
Ministries that do not contribute to the mission or vision of the church in some way
should be recognized cooperatively and prayed over. Offering one-on-one discussion times to
discuss ways to alter the ministry can be used as an opportunity for discipleship. During this
time, a particular ministry leader may discover that their particular ministry gifts could better be
utilized elsewhere, thereby eliminating this particular area of ministry. However, that will likely
not be the case. More than likely the ministry can be adjusted so that it is part of the
revitalization process and becomes more effective. The goal of this step is to create a ministry
environment that is defined by a cooperative biblical effort united under the power of the Holy
Spirit under the headship of Christ and working toward the same mission and vision for the rest
of the ministries.
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Step 6: Establishing Small Groups
Disrupting the established community within the church is very dangerous. However, this
has worked successfully in three consecutive instances, and soon the fourth will have embraced a
small group ministry using the same method. In this step, it is important to understand that
people are not obstinate for the sake of being difficult; they are just passionate about what they
know and what they believe, and how they have experienced the church in the past. Remember
that individuals who are difficult in the transition are not the enemy; they are just difficult to
lead.
The goal of the pastor is not to lead this transition, but allow it to be led by Lay Ministry
Leaders. Trust that God will lead through the power and presence of the Holy Spirit, and if small
groups are not the outcome, then perhaps Christ’s will for that church is not a small group
ministry. The church can experience revitalization in the absence of small groups. However, that
has not been the case as of yet. What has been discovered is that the church family that has come
together for years really knew nothing about each other. This reality has proven to be humbling
as members come to know one another. This truth motivates them to continue and initiate small
group ministries.
How This Happens. Many years ago, Baptist Churches employed a ministry entitled “Lay
Ministry Weekend.” Several years ago, NAMB and NCSBC revamped the program, labeling it
“Church Renewal Journey (see chapter 3: Church Renewal Journey).22 This five-to seven-step
process is targeted toward church renewal and revitalization, and while all the steps are
productive for building church unity and church revitalization, the elements and approach of the
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Visit http://churchrenewaljourney.net/docs/LayRenewalWeekendPreparationManual.pdf for more
information on the entire program (Approved by Dr. Charlie Davidson). This program employs some elements and
ideas from the “Awakening Weekend.”
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different weekends have been employed for this step in the research project.23 However, they
have not been used exhaustively, and have been altered, using only some ideas and concepts of
the program. It is suggested to utilize the CRJ program with the unspoken goal of transitioning
the congregation to a small group ministry as the opportunity arises.
Begin with the SPT the desire to lead the church through a spiritual “Awakening
Weekend.” After “prayerful” consideration, look out for interests to surface. If so, encourage the
SPT to schedule an overview weekend with the CRJ coordinator. If there is no interest, continue
praying and educate your church on the need for revitalization. At this point, allow the STP to
pursue the CRJ weekend, and as the pastor, stay out of the way. The program is very effective.
There will be no need to get involved until the final night of the weekend, when the revival has
and is still taking place. Part of this weekend includes gatherings at houses, and group meetings
at the church facilitated by CRJ volunteers from outside the church. The church members can
learn about one another, about things that they were unaware of; they would pray together, they
would discover that they are not so different from each other. This would aid in strengthening
their relationships. Both their horizontal relationships with one another and their vertical
relationships with God would experience an awakening.
Because this is new, and the church family has experienced God in a personal, dynamic
and new way, the church family that participated will be anticipating the next step. The church
will be interested in organizing more of these types of gathering. It is at this phase of the step that
the CRJ program is completed. The way to make this transition is to divide the participants
randomly on the Sunday night service to discuss the weekend among them. Do this for a couple
23

Although this project’s primary focus is the first step of the church renewal journey, the entire journey is
very effective for building and developing a revitalized culture within the church. Perhaps, the most important
element about the program is that it is not pastor-led, but lay led. Although pastors seem threatened by the process,
the program highly encourages and promotes healthy pastoral leadership within the church.

86
of weeks, always concluding in the sanctuary and beginning in the sanctuary, with prayer and
worship together.
Each Sunday night group should have an assigned facilitator who will lead the
discussion. However, the pastor should circulate among the groups, each group having 6–10
participants, with the primary goal of evaluating the groups. During this time, the pastor will also
address any concerns that the church family may have. Most concerns will be related to
individual desire, but because this program is driven by the SPT and the momentum of the
“Awakening Weekend,” they will not be directed toward the pastor, giving him the ability to be
part of the solution rather than being viewed as part of the problem. In most churches, this will
be the only adult disciple-making effort; therefore, expect limited transition difficulty. The more
the pastor communicates the transition and renewal that is taking place, more will be the impact
of the transition and greater will be the positive influence that the transition will have on the
church family.
Step 7: Observe and Learn
This is perhaps the easiest of all the steps, and is an ongoing process. Observe the people.
Watch how they respond, watch how relationships strengthen, and make sure that Christ is the
center of the groups focus. Because they are new, they should be meeting at the same time
(Sunday night). This would allow the pastor to observe, evaluate, and adjust the groups
according to the individual needs of each group. Stay out of the way as much as possible. If there
are any individuals who refuse to meet in the groups, and are unhappy with the direction of the
Sunday evening service, create a service for them, not forcing them to participate in the groups.
Keep it the same as it was, prior to any Sunday night adjustments that have been made. Although
there will not be as much participation because the other groups are still meeting, the effort spent
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with these individuals will not be wasted. Eventually, this will become a group, and establish
itself as a community within the ministry of the church. However, try not to grow it in this group.
It is less than ideal for a pastor to try to lead a group. In the end, it either will dissipate or be
absorbed by another group.
As the groups continue to develop, the pastor will learn what is effective in this
transition. The Spirit will lead both the pastor and individual groups. Learn how to be effective
as a spiritual leader without being the center of attention. Ministry is not about the pastors; it is
about God’s people fulfilling God’s purpose.
Step 8: Educate and Celebrate
As the group ministry begins to take shape and settle, do not let the momentum die. Have
a meeting with the facilitators, see what is working and address their challenges. This is the time
for the pastor to disciple the facilitators, helping them become as effective as possible. Use
regular meetings to educate the facilitators and equip them for the tasks that have been assigned
to them. Listen to their challenges and their concerns, and listen to their ideas. During this phase,
the pastor will need to decide whether groups will expand into homes, if they will vary from the
three-question approach. The pastor will have to teach the facilitators basic skills so that they are
able to stay focused on Jesus and the Word of God. The group needs to determine how to
identify the leadership of the Holy Spirit so that the groups effectively evolve into a disciplemaking culture or community.
Keeping the small group ministry from becoming a cliché is always a concern. One of the
best ways to accomplish this is by employing the Celebration Sunday model. The last Sunday of
every quarter brings all the groups to the sanctuary for an evening celebration service. Use this
time for corporate prayer and worship. This is not a time to preach or conduct a Bible study, but
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time for connecting with others. An effective method that will help is dividing the attendees into
spontaneous groups with different facilitators other than they are accustomed to. Give the
facilitators different questions, icebreakers. They will only need three or four. Some examples
involve their baptism experience including why, when, and where. Other examples may include
favorite scripture, accompanied by history and background while others may include specifics of
the individuals desire to change events, whether past, present or what they may like differently in
the future. These are just examples that have been used in the past. The idea behind icebreaker
questions is that they are relative in nature, i.e., the individual cannot really get the answer wrong
because it is based on their personal experience. By asking these types of questions, the
individuals do not feel threatened by a lack of scriptural knowledge. They know their answers.
Introverts sometimes pose a problem. It is not necessary to force anyone to answer a
question. In fact, it is better to ask for volunteers. Put the questions in a hat and let those willing
draw a question. Those who do not feel comfortable are not forced to draw but are not left out
either. As relationships grow, barriers fall. That is the ultimate goal: for barriers to fall among the
members of the church thereby creating a healthier church community with no barriers between
individuals and the Lord. This, therefore, creates stronger relationships in and with Christ.
Having given the groups approximately 20 minutes to discuss the icebreakers, bring them
back to the sanctuary for a time to share testimonies. Allow them to share what took place in
their group moments ago, and what God has been doing in the small group they regularly attend.
Let the service go on as long as necessary. Testimonies and prayers are powerful. A practice that
is employed at NLPC pauses for prayer before each testimony. Prior to each individual
testimony, someone is randomly picked to pray for the individual who is prepared to share.
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When promoting small groups, a great way to generate interest is to ask a few individuals
to share their testimonies during the Sunday morning service. This is not a testimony of how they
have been saved, but a testimony of what God has been or is doing in their small group or how
they have benefited from participating, and what the group has meant to them.
Spend much time, and place a great deal of effort in promoting Celebration Sunday. Do
not get discouraged if you begin with only two or three groups. They will grow and transform. A
good growth rate could be each small group duplicating itself one time per year. Every time a
small group duplicates itself, thereby creating another small group, celebrate it. Commission the
facilitator and group members at a Celebration Sunday service so that they feel encouraged and
empowered by the church and realize the importance of this calling.
As God begins to move and people become revitalized within the church, expect spiritual
warfare to increase. Most declining churches do not experience the seriousness of spiritual
warfare because Satan is leaving them alone. They are not doing anything, and there is no reason
for him to waste his effort on them. However, when God begins to move, and the Spirit begins to
empower, Satan gets serious. Just expect it, and expect it to show itself in many ways. Don’t get
discouraged when this happens, it is a good sign. It means the church is serving the right side,
Jesus.

CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION
The Pastors’ Responsibility
As this research indicates, SBC churches both locally and nationally are declining at an
exponential rate. Unfortunately, denominational response has placed its focus in the church
planting arena rather than aiding existing churches. As a result, the bulk of the responsibility for
the declining state of the church as well as the renewal and revitalization of the church rests on
the shoulders of its pastors.
This responsibility should not be surprising when considering that local pastor’s struggle
with their individual spiritual health as well as their spiritual leadership to the degree that basic
(and necessary) spiritual disciplines such as prayer are limited to less than thirty minutes per day.
In fact, this research indicates that over twenty two percent of the pastor’s in the SCBA either
pray less than thirty minutes per day, or feel that their prayer life is not relevant to the health of
the church they are serving. In addition, an overwhelming majority (45.45%) prays less than
sixty minutes per day (Appendix C, Question 9). Yet, there is little doubt that the pastor’s prayer
life is directly connected to his ability to lead God’s people. Aubrey Malphurs confirms the
importance of prayer in pastoral ministry a, when he advocates in connection with scripture1 that
two most important most important functions of the pastoral office include prayer and
preaching.2

1

Acts 6:4 “But we will devote ourselves to prayer and to the ministry of the word.”1

2

Aubrey Malphurs, Being Leaders: The Nature of Authentic Christian Leadership. (Grand Rapids, MI:
Baker Books, 2003), 177.
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Preaching is also indicative of the problem of church health in the declining churches in
America, and is problematic according to the research provided in this thesis project. This
research indicates that over thirty six percent of the pastors surveyed, plan their sermons nonstrategically, as they go and feel the Lord leading (Appendix C, Question 10). Undoubtedly these
pastor’s feel led in some way to deliver the sermons they are preaching; however, the declining
state of their church, the lack of growth and baptisms, and the need for revitalization should
indicate that their preaching is powerless and perhaps not employed under the inspiration of the
Holy Spirit. Roger Wagner recognizes the implications of powerless preaching which is seen in
many declining churches when he writes,
Preaching that is distanced from the historic center and life-transforming power of
the gospel quickly becomes simply another ‘yoke’ of moralism that neither our
fathers, nor their fathers before them, were able to bear. I am convinced that this
failure in much preaching today is responsible for much of the powerless
formalism apparent in contemporary Christian ‘piety’—where people know what
to do, and sometimes even how to do it. But they cannot remember why they
should, and thus they lack the power to change.3
Understanding the significance of preaching, specifically relating to the health of the church,
pastors must recognize their responsibility and contribution in their declining context. Not only
does the health of their current church (local) rest on their shoulders, but the vast implications of
the declining church (universal) also rest upon their shoulders. Pastors must wake up. While
many pastors may feel as if they are not responsible for the attentiveness of the congregation
they must consider the wisdom of Wayne McDill when he states;
It is obvious that the extent to which God works to empower preaching depends to
some degree on the audience. Even Jesus could do no mighty works in His
hometown for their unbelief (Mark 6:5). He pronounced woes on other towns as
well, saying that pagan cities would have repented in sackcloth and ashes if the
same witness had been given in them (Matt 11:21). I must not, however, lay the
3

Roger Wagner, Tongues Aflame: Learning to Preach from the Apostles (Fearn, UK: Christian Focus
Publications, 2004), 114–115.
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blame for powerless preaching on the congregation. Though I am unable to
control the spiritual interest of the audience, I can make sure that I seek the Lord
for His power on the preacher.4
While the health of the church may not be entirely the fault of the pastor, he must recognize that
with the exception of new pastorates, the church he is serving is a reflection of His leadership
both organizationally and spiritually. Furthermore, He will be accountable for the ministry in
which God has provided him, and should heed the words of James.5
Other alarming statistics that contribute to the responsibility of the pastoral office were
identified in the research of this project. Research revealed that over thirty one percent of the
pastors indicated that they were unsure of whether they were serving within the context of God’s
call (Appendix C, Question 16). This is indicative that pastor’s may simply be serving as a
vocation rather than as an act of worship in submission to God’s will for their lives. Hence, if
pastor’s are simply serving to bide time until retirement, it should not be surprising that the
church is spiritually anorexic. This is likely a contributing factor yet another statistic revealing
that fifty percent of the pastor’s that responded to this survey acknowledged that their church is
at best complacent (Appendix C, Question 13).
Unfortunately, most churches that are in a state of decline or dying are doing so without a
fight. It has only been in the last decade that church revitalization and/or renewal has become a
hot topic, gaining its due attention. The most likely reason for this is that pastor’s are either
spiritually unhealthy themselves, or do not have the leadership skills or knowledge required to
address the problem. Therefore, this strategy is humbly offered as a tool to equip pastors in
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“Let not many of you become teachers, my brethren, knowing that as such we will incur a stricter
judgment” (James 3:1).
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beginning a strategic journey with their church in waking from their slumber.6 Only then will the
problem of declining and dying churches become a non-essential element of in the life of the
church.
Conclusion Statement
The following discussion summarizes both the need for and the success of the
aforementioned strategy in the life of New Life Praise Church. This strategy has been modified
over three pastorates and has been used successfully to bring both numerical and spiritual growth
to declining and dying ministries. Its strength is no found in its methodical approach, it is found
in its employment of biblical principles and perseverance through the difficulties of
implementation.
Let’s Get Real
There is no strategy or plan available that will address all the declining or dying churches
throughout the local association, let alone the churches that would be inclusive on at a state or
national level. Yet, the template of this strategy, and ideas that have been employed, are a great
place for any pastor to start that desires to lead his church toward renewal or revitalization. That
was the case included in this study. New Life Praise Church, a SBC church, likely many other
churches desperately needed renewal and/or revitalization.
NLPC Strategic Observations
Perhaps the most important observation that was identified from a pastor’s perspective is
the fact that the strategy is lay-led although the volunteer leaders work very closely with the
6

The complacent state of the church is not a new issue in the life of the church. The Apostle Paul dealt with
in on several occasions, and in fact writes to the Roman church saying, “Do this, knowing the time, that it is already
the hour for you to awaken from sleep; for now salvation is nearer to us than when we believed” (Rom 13:11).
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pastor. Like most churches, NLPC would not have been open to drastic change had they known
the destination at the beginning of the journey. While there was no deceit involved, there must be
a willingness to walk by faith involved. That is why it is so important to allow the members of
the church to travel this road under the pastor’s spiritual guidance, but at one step at a time, just
as Jesus led His disciples. With this approach, the pastors assume the role of a servant leader7
and walk alongside the church on this journey, being confidently assured that the Spirit of God
will lead the body.
Most churches in need are open to the lay renewal weekend because traditionally SBC
churches have celebrated its use for decades, and it is a non-threatening approach. Furthermore,
it is a great (safe) way to invoke this transition. The program is designed to lead the church into
revival without direct pastoral involvement, while he is still able to help them prepare for and
experience renewal and revitalization through this process. While some pastors seem to be
threatened by a “lay-led” ministry, they can rest assured that this journey will create a stronger
pastor/congregation bond within the body of the church. The pastor’s role is essential to the
program; however, the pastor is not the driving factor behind the journey. It is driven from within
the body, which is a vital component in the program because as the church experiences change, it
allows the pastor to minister effectively and objectively to anyone that may be discontent or
discouraged regarding the direction the church is moving. That was the case in this journey.
As renewal and revitalization began to take place, the body began asking for change
which resulting in its decision to develop small groups. This decision was a direct result of the
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There are many opinions of servant leadership, but for the sake of this discussion, servant leadership
includes leading by example, remaining above reproach, and living out one's faith as an act of love toward God's
people and the lost. Servant leaders display the following four characteristics: humility, willingness to serve, a focus
on others, and love (Matt 20:25–26). Malphurs, 87.
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groups established during the weekend and the guidance of the Holy Spirit.8 Perhaps the most
significant adjustment was the decision the church had made to develop a small group ministry.
If the pastor’s desire is for a different outcome, then the strategy should be adjusted accordingly.
As this transition took place, the most attractive benefit for the church members was viewed as
the community that had been developed; however, as the groups begin to grow, the traditional
Sunday night prayer service attendance was desperately affected, declining from approximately
thirty to six. In the beginning, the smaller group was hurt, angry and greatly discouraged. This
was not intended. Therefore, the pastor continued the Sunday night evening service with them,
ministering to them from an objective perspective because it the transition into small groups was
the corporate decision of the church, and not driven by the pastor. Over a short time, they
willingly developed into their own small group that continues meet on Sunday night in the
pastor’s office, which has been very rewarding for the group and the pastor. This senior group
that started out disinterested and disassociated with the small group ministry is now talking about
what God’s Word means to them on a regular basis. The most rewarding part of that is that prior
to this change, they never spoke in those terms regarding a Sunday morning message.
During this time of excitement was when this pastor learned perhaps the most powerful
lesson of the project. While the majority of the church was excited about the new community that
was being developed, it had not occurred to him that the Sunday night prayer service was a
community in and of itself that had been disrupted. In fact, this pastor had never considered the
notion that the Sunday night prayer service participants had been a community within the church
for many years. It was not until that was understood, that the pastor could be empathetic and
begin to become part of the solution and healing process for their broken hearts, rather than a

8

For more information, see chapter 4: step 6 (page 83).
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hindrance to their healing. Understanding the communities within the church, and being able to
see various ministries in that light enabled this pastor to be a better and more effective decision
maker, and a better more efficient servant leader to the members of the church. As a result of this
strategy, there has been one life group that has already multiplied, and approximately a forty
percent participation ratio. Furthermore, the congregation has grown by approximately seventy
two percent.
Yet, the most significant growth has not been in numbers or multiplication of groups, it
has been in the spiritual development of the members of the groups. In fact, the second
realization as a result of this thesis project was determining that although people were faithfully
hearing the Word, many members of the congregation did not realize what they learned, could
not communicate what God was saying to them, or identify how God was trying to grow them.
By developing sermon based small groups led by individual facilitators, the Sunday morning
message had become so much more effective, being used as a tool for discipleship and bearing
fruit in the lives of its hearers. Transformation was taking place, which should be the goal of
every preacher.
Revitalization has been an ongoing journey whereby events are successfully scheduled
every year to refuel the body and help them refocus on the calling the Lord Jesus has placed on
the life of the church. What was once in decline and near death is now a flourishing ministry that
is impacting the community they are called to serve and witness too. NLPC is on the upswing of
a long road that once was leading to destruction, and now is leading toward vibrancy and
relevance in their community. Inevitably this is due to the power and presence of the Holy Sprit,
as a result of the repentant hearts of the church, but this strategy is the vehicle that the Lord
chose to use.
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Life or Death
Although there are few scholars or theorists that advocate death as the natural outcome
for any living organism including the church, there are far more scholars that recognize the
supernatural element of life incorporated into the church under the headship of Christ, being
empowered by the Holy Spirit. Although there are several passages that speak to the life of the
church, there are three significant scriptural components supporting the belief that the church is
not meant to die. There is also one practical component that will be observed in this section.
All scripture is equally authoritative and important. Relevant to whether the church is
meant to die on a local level, or survive for all time is Jesus words to Peter, “I also say to you
that you are Peter, and upon this rock I will build My church; and the gates of Hades will not
overpower it.9 While there is little doubt that Christ was speaking of the universal church in the
context of this verse, it is essential to understand that the universal church consists of the local
church, and local believers, thereby suggesting that the church, empowered under the headship of
Christ, can and will endure trying times.
Still another relevant example is when God breathes life back into His people.10 It is true
there is much that can be discussed in this passage, but for the context of this discussion one
need only to realize that God’s people had died and His will was for them to live, which was
accomplished through His prophet. In His sovereignty, He could have accomplished His will by
other means; however, He desired to accomplish His will by illustrating His power (life over
death) in His people, as a testimony to a dying world. Hence pastors and church leaders today

9

Matt 16:18.

10

Ezek 37:1-10.
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would do well to reflect on the single biblical truth that God is a God of life over death, and in
that He alone is glorified.
Perhaps the most significant passages are found in Revelation chapters two and three.
Here one can observe the seven churches, five that Christ called toward repentance, all of which
imploded. They did not die because of outside pressure in persecuting times; they died because
they failed to repent resulting in the removal of their lampstand. In other words, Christ would
walk among His churches (local) as long as they had repentant hearts). His removing of their
lampstand signified that Christ, as the Head of the Church, had released them and would no
longer be among them. Yet, His desire was for them to repent and live, much like is necessary
for the church today.
In the same way, one can observe over and again in scripture that Christ is the Lord of
life, not of death. It is that way for the believer, and it is that way for the church. Christ does not
desire His body, (universal, local, or individual) to die as a result of spiritual warfare. Frankly,
what is being observed today in the declining and dying church is the result of the implications
of spiritual warfare and the fruit it bears when man leads the church and Christ leadership has
been abandoned. In the death of any local church that was once serving Christ, He is not
glorified.
A question that any given pastor must answer as he seeks wisdom from the Lord and
prays through some of the issues when it comes to the need for renewal and revitalization is, “is
the death of the church I am serving an acceptable outcome?” If the answer is yes, perhaps he
should resign because the Lord has given him neither vision nor compassion for the church he is
serving, or he is just burned out and exhausted. Either way, he should not be the leader of the
church if this is his opinion or position. If he is outraged by the question and emphatically
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opposed to the closing of the church, then he may be mentally and spiritually prepared to lead the
church through revitalization. The journey is not an easy one, but the reward is great.
Further Development Opportunities
During the process of developing this thesis project, NAMB introduced what they label a
revitalization strategy called Replant. It coincides with church planting, but is aimed at the
revitalization of dying and declining churches. Although there is little information available oat
the time of this project, was has been made available is the outline of the program which
indicates that NAMB will send in a pastor and/or team of leaders to “replant” the church.
However, in return the church must contribute its assets either to NAMB or the new entity.
While there are a few success stories, it is important to note that the church is it was is basically
pronounced dead, and a new starting church is planted. Problematic in this process is that the
church autonomy is greatly affected. Yet, if the church is going to die without a fight, this may
be a good way to do it, but if it wants to live and revitalize, becoming relevant in its community,
then this alternative should not be considered. Information is not yet published but can be found
online at NAMB.net.
Another helpful aide for further research is the non-published Lay Ministry manual that
can likely be obtained by contacting your current state convention. The Lay Ministry Weekend
has long been a Baptist ministry that has employed the use of lay ministry leaders in other
churches in effort to assist them in the journey. This in depth manual will provide essential
information for preparing the church that is in need for a new experience.
However, the most essential opportunity that will aide and guide any pastor in church
renewal and revitalization is prayer. Pastor’s that do not have an active prayer life empowering
them to walk in the confidence needed to be the shepherd of any local church need to repent or
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resign their position. Prayer is the most vital component in at least three areas. First is the
pastor’s spiritual health, which has a direct impact on the church from the bottom up. A pastor
that is not on fire for the Lord will not lead a church to be on fire for the Lord. The pastor needs
to prayer for wisdom in leading and decisions that must be made, he needs to pray for direction,
and which steps that need to be taken in their particular order, and he needs to pray for the hearts
of the people he is serving. Further, he needs to pray for timing. Good plans at bad times produce
poor results, but good plans in God’s time produce much fruit.
In addition, further development requires the pastor to know the church he is to know the
church he is serving. The research in this project indicated that fifty five percent of the churches
are declining (Appendix C, Question 28). That is skewed because of the small sampling.
However, out of the fifty five percent, almost half of them do not want revival to take place
(Appendix C, Question 29). Further complicating the matter is that over sixty one percent of the
churches admit that they would not do whatever it takes to experience revival. In other words,
they want God on their terms. This is symptomatic of poor spiritual leadership or a church with a
new pastor.
Finally, over seventy one percent of the churches surveyed are led by pastors who do not
recognize whether the church they are serving has a discipleship culture or not (Appendix C,
Question 51). Discipleship is necessary and is not achieved by preaching a good sermon or
attending a good Sunday School class. Because discipleship is the mission of the church
(Matthew 28:18-20), it is necessary for churches that are going to thrive to have a discipleship
culture. This has nothing to do with size or method; there are many approaches to discipleship,
but if a pastor is not able to identify the vehicle by which discipleship is taking place within the
church, the he can be confident that the church members are not able to identify it either. There
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are free resources online that can be used for discipleship, but prior to employing any method, it
may be helpful to explore discipleship, and the differences of discipleship within the context of
the church. One very helpful book is entitled Disciple Making Is…11

11

Earley and Dempsey, 2013.

APPENDIX A
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APPENDIX B
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